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This dissertation provides a detailed examination of African American
women’s experiences with intimate partner abuse, the methods used to contend with
abusive mates, and the immediate and enduring consequences resulting from the
maltreatment. As an exploratory study, these matters were considered as they are
framed by Black culture and the social structure. Using in-depth interviews with 40
battered Black women, the analysis identifies similarities and variations in their
experiences based on socioeconomic class, education level, and age of the
participants. In particular, the respondents’ self-perception as “Strong Black
Women,” and not as “victims,” is considered to account for their efforts of resistance
to their battering and other life stressors. Included in this resistance is the propensity
for the women to verbally and physically retaliate against their abusers. The
theoretical model, called multiplicative resit, addresses the numerous forms of
domination and discrimination with which battered Black women are confronted
based on their interwoven identity of race, gender, and class, and their abusive
circumstances. By providing concrete information that identifies more relevant
treatment strategies and resource referrals, this dissertation leads to improved
assistance for battered Black women. These findings also allow for crime-processing
agents, such as police officers, judges, attorneys, victim advocates, and corrections
officials, to be better informed on how African American women respond to abuse
and the systemic controls for this social problem.
iii
This dissertation is dedicated to my parents, 
Laurette A. Hildebrandt Potter and W. Fred Potter
iv
Many individuals are to be acknowledged for their assistance that aided me in 
initiating and completing this dissertation. To start, I am greatly indebted to the 40 
phenomenal women who candidly and unselfishly shared their life stories with me. 
Their input provided me with an immense amount of significant information that 
transpired into a personally meaningful journey.
Of course, this dissertation would not have been possible without my mentor, 
committee chair, guru, and, most importantly, friend, Dr. Joanne Belknap. It was by 
pure coincidence that I first met Dr. Belknap in her graduate course on violence 
against women, which I took prior to applying for the Ph.D. program in sociology at 
CU Boulder. It was in this course where I chose, and was optimistically supported by 
Dr. Belknap, to author a paper on intimate partner violence against African American 
women. Little did I know that that paper and my chance encounter with Dr. Belknap 
would grow into a treasured research project and a cherished relationship. I am also 
grateful to the remainder of my dissertation committee -  Dr. Patti Adler, Dr. Janet 
Jacobs, Dr. Polly McLean, and Dr. Michael Radelet — who provided valuable 
feedback for this investigative undertaking.
My deepest appreciation goes to my family who is certainly my foundation of 
support. My parents are first and foremost responsible for the accomplishments I 
have made to this juncture in my life. I am thankful for the strength, resilience, 
forthrightness, and unwavering adoration exhibited and bestowed by my mother, 
Laurette Potter. To my father, Fred Potter, I am grateful for his exemplar work ethic, 
vigor, and tacit, but undeniable, love and support. Indeed, the reverent, stable, and
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
v
equitable 46 years of marriage between my parents has not been lost on me. Also, my 
brother, Jason Potter, has unquestionably always “been there” for me. If not for my 
big brother, who relentlessly reminded me to relax, laugh, and not be so terribly 
serious about all things all the time, I would certainly not have sustained myself 
through this harrowing project. Undoubtedly, the same can be extended to my big 
sisters, Nina “Boots” Potter and Cheryl Potter, and my four beautiful and bright 
nieces and nephews, Lauren Potter, Cheyne Potter, Lindsay Potter, and Caelan Potter. 
Finally, my many dear friends, including fellow alums, Allison Cotton and Stacy 
Mallicoat, were particularly obliging and supportive during my pursuits to endure and 
achieve my ultimate educational goal.
vi
CONTENTS
CHAPTER
1. PROBLEM AND PURPOSE...................................................................................................................1
LIFE (HER)STORIES OF BATTERED BLACK W OM EN.............................................................1
DEVELOPMENT OF INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE AS A SOCIAL PROBLEM  4
RATES OF INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE VICTIMIZATION BY RACE..................... 7
THE NEED TO EXAMINE RACE, CULTURE, AND THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE IN
INTIMATE PARTNER ABUSE RESEARCH...........................................................................  11
DISSERTATION OVERVIEW ............................................................................................................. 14
2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: BLACK FEMINIST AND CRITICAL RACE
FEMINIST THEORIES..................  18
INTRODUCTION......................................................................................................................................18
BLACK FEMINISM AND THE THREE WAVES OF THE MAINSTREAM FEMINIST
M OVEM ENT............................................................................................................................................. 20
Black Feminism and the First Wave o f  the Mainstream Feminist Movement............................ 21
Black Feminism and the Second Wave o f  the Mainstream Feminist M ovement........................24
Black Feminism and the Third Wave o f  the Mainstream Feminist Movement........................... 27
DEFINING BLACK FEMINISM AND BLACK FEMINIST TH EO RY ...............................  29
CRITICAL RACE FEMINIST THEORY.......................................................................................... 33
FEMINISM X S.WOMANISM........................................................................................................... 36
APPLICATION OF BLACK FEMINIST AND CRITICAL RACE FEMINIST THEORIES 
TO INTIMATE PARTNER A B U SE .................................................................................................... 42
3. M ETHOD.................................................................................................................................................... 47
INTRODUCTION..............................................................................................................  47
RESEARCH TH EO RY ........................................................................................................................... 49
Qualitative Epistemology and M ethodology......................................................................................
Feminist Epistemology and Methodology...........................   57
Black Feminist Epistemology..................................................................   55
INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE D EFINED............................. 56
THE STUDY SITE.............................     57
SAMPLE RECRUITMENT AND SAMPLE DESCRIPTION................................
Purposive Sampling................................................................................................................................. 55
Quota Sampling ..................   62
Snowball Sampling.....................................      ...69
Religious Affiliation..................................................................................................................................jq
Victim-Offender Relationship ..........................................................    72
Parental Status................      74
DATA COLLECTION.......................................................   ZZZZZZZZZZZZIZ76
The Interview Schedule .......................................  76
The Interviews............................................................................................................................................77
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE INTERVIEWER’S RACE AND GENDER . .. 79
DATA ANALYSIS.....................................................................................................................................80
LIMITATIONS IN THE M ETHOD.....................................   '""82
4 . SOCIALIZATION TO VIOLENCE.................................................................................................... 88
INTRODUCTION...........................................................................     88
SUBCULTURE OF VIOLENCE AND SOCIAL LEARNING THEORIES.............................. 90
Subculture o f  Violence Theory and Intimate Partner Abuse  ...........................................90
Social Learning Theory and Intimate Partner A buse ............................................................. 93
ABUSE DURING CHILDHOOD............................................................................................ '.'.'.'.".".'.'.'.'.’.95
Verbal, Mental, and Non-Sexual Physical A bu se .............................................................................96
Sexual Abuse............................................................................................................................................794
WITNESSING PARENTS’ INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE.'.''.''..'........'.''.....'... 108
' WITNESSING OTHER ACTS OF VIOLENCE............................................................................. 117
Siblings Engaged in Intimate Partner Violence.............................................................................. ] 18
Family Members Engaged in Other Violence ..................................................................................119
DESTRUCTIVE BEHAVIORS DURING CHILDHOOD...........................................................121
Fighters.................................................................................................................................................... 727
Other Acting-Out or Destructive Behaviors......................................................................................722
ESCAPING THE ABUSIVE HOM E.................................................................................Z !IZ Z " 124
SPECIAL TREATMENT OR NO SOCIALIZATION TO VIOLENCE  125
SUM M ARY...............................................................................................................................................129
5. PERCEPTIONS OF THE BATTERERS......................................................................................... 131
INTRODUCTION....................................................................................................................................131
GENDER AND SOCIOECONOMIC FACTORS................................................................  134
RACE AND ETHNICITY FACTO RS........................................................................................ 139
INTERGENERATIONAL FACTO RS..............................................................................................143
INFLUENCE FROM OTHER FORMS OF VIOLENCE................................................ 145
DISLIKE OF W O M EN ..........................................................................................................................148
SUBSTANCE USE AND ABUSE...............................................................   149
SUM M ARY............................................................................................................................................... 151
6 . EXPERIENCES WITH INTIMATE PARTNER ABUSE............................................................154
INTRODUCTION..................................................................................   154
INITIATING EVENTS...........................................................................................................................155
Entree into the Abusive Relationship................................................................................................. 755
First Abusive Episode and Reaction ..............................................................................................  767
FORMS AND FREQUENCY OF A BU SE ............................................................. . 167
Abuse Classifications and Descriptions.............................................................................................168
Number and Length o f  Abusive Relationships  7 77
PHYSICAL ASSAULTS............................................................................................................Z Z Z 172
Location o f  Abuse...................................................................................................................................773
Sexual Aggression ..................................................................................................................................777
Abuse during Pregnancy..................................................................................................................... 7
VERBAL AND MENTAL A BU SE...............................................................................   182
ABUSE VIA CONTROL, DECEIT, AND DESTRUCTION........................................................ 186
Control Over Daily Activities and Finances.........................................................   187
Threatening Jealous Behavior  ....................................................................................................793
Infidelity................................................................................................................................................... 794
Stalking .......................................................................................................... 795
Property Theft and Dam age ................................................................................................................. 796
Animal Abuse......................................................................   797
s u m m a r y   ......................................................Z Z Z Z IIZ Z Z Z IZ Z Z Z Z Z Z Z Z Z " .i9 9
7. FIGHTING BACK..........................................................   202
INTRODUCTION.................................................................................................................................  202
BATTERED WOMEN AND RETALIATION.......................................... .’204
“Learned Helplessness” ........................................................................................................................204
Issues o f  Self-Defense............................................................................................................................205
Application o f  Retaliation R esearch ..........................................................................................  207
BATTERED BLACK WOMEN AND RETALIATION....................................... Z I I I Z Z Z 08
“YOU WANT TO FIGHT? WE GONNA FIGHT!”....................................................................... 211
11. MULTIPLICATIVE RESISTANCE: A THEORETICAL CONCEPTION OF BATTERED 
BLACK WOMEN’S LIVED EXPERIENCES AND PERCEPTIONS OF SE L F................. 323
INTRODUCTION................................................................................................................................... 323
PERCEPTIONS OF OTHER BATTERED W OM EN...................................................................325
Staying in Abusive Relationships........................................   328
Relying on the Batterer................................................   331
Talking and Fighting B ack ..............................................  333
Emotional Strength    ................................335
COMPLEXITIES OF THE “STRONG BLACK WOMAN” M A X IM .....................................337
Strong Black M others...............................           340
Positive Attribution o f the Strong Black Woman..................     344
Negative Attribution o f the Strong Black Woman........................   347
MULTIPLICATIVE RESISTANCE..................................................................................................351
SUM M ARY...............................................................................................................................................360
12. THE CONCEPTUALIZATION OF THE LIVES AND EXPERIENCES OF BATTERED 
BLACK WOMEN: SUMMARY, FUTURE RESEARCH, AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 
......................................................................................................................................................................362
INTRODUCTION................................................................................................................................... 362
SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH.................................................................................................... 363
Formation and Role o f  Abuse, Gender, Race, and Class during Childhood............................. 363
Sociocultural Conceptualization o f  Forms o f  Intimate Partner Violence..................................366
Sociocultural Realm o f Seeking Support...................................   370
THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT AND CONTRIBUTION................................................... 374
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH............................................................. 377
POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION..........................................................................379
REFERENCES.................................................................................................................................................382
APPENDICES.................................................................................................................................................. 416
APPENDIX A: ADVERTISEMENT.........................................................................................................416
APPENDIX B: DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE.............................................................................417
APPENDIX C: In form ed  C o n sen t F o r m .............................................................................   419
APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE.............................................................................................. 421
X
TABLES
TABLE
3.1. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample: Age, Education, Socioeconomic, and Religious 
Statuses.
68
3.2. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample: Relationship Status at Time of Interviews.
73
3.3. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample: Number of Children at Time of Interviews.
75
5.1. Number of Abusive Relationships by Class.
172
xi
FIGURES
FIGURE
2.1. Barbara Smith’s Five Myths about Black Women
30
2.2. Elements of Black Feminist Theory by Beverly Guy-Sheftall
32
xii
CHAPTER 1 
PROBLEM AND PURPOSE
LIFE (HER)STORIES OF BATTERED BLACK WOMEN
Popular rhetoric often portrays African American1 women as being strong, 
independent, and resilient. Though these are not necessarily negative qualities to 
possess in contemporary U.S. society, it can be damaging in regard to African 
American women maintaining mental wellness. Gandy (1997, p. 8) described this as 
the Strong Black Woman Syndrome, which is demonstrated by the powerful images of 
the Mammy2 or the Matriarch who “was the nurturer, ‘the omnipotent caregiver,’ the 
always-listening ear, the ‘everlasting arm... ’ She was the Rock of Gibraltar, the 
Strong Black Woman who constantly gave out love, attention, and affection but who 
didn’t ask for it, appear to need it, or require it in return.” This image of the Strong 
Black Woman is a fallacy permeating many of the lives of present-day African 
American women. These women indeed have strength, resiliency, and other 
tenacious qualities, as do many other women, but to continue to allow this stereotype 
of Black women overlooks the impairment of their life struggles and needs for 
assistance. This is particularly important when considering domestic violence3 in the
1 Throughout this dissertation I use “African American” and “Black” interchangeably to describe U.S. 
citizens of Black African descent. Though there are instances where “Black” will not be capitalized, it 
is only done so where I make direct quotes of others who do not capitalize the term. There is no set 
standard for whether or not the term is to be capitalized when referring to race.
2 “Mammy” is more of an expression than a name, generally referring to the African American slave 
period in the United States, and signifying the Strong Black Woman who cared for her keepers and 
their children, while sacrificing to maintain her own family’s cohesiveness.
3 Many terms are used to describe abuse by a spouse, girlfriend/boyfriend, ex-spouse, or ex­
girlfriend/boyfriend, such as intimate partner violence, domestic violence, intimate partner abuse,
1
lives of Black women. Oftentimes, African American women enduring intimate 
partner violence “sacrifice their legitimate needs for safety and well-being by 
internalizing this concept” of the Strong Black Woman (West, 1999, p. 77). 
Consequently, the welfare of even the most resilient woman can be depleted as a 
result of domestic abuse (Wyatt et al., 2000). This dissertation serves to address this 
phenomenon.
African American communities have many focal points in relation to their 
disenfranchisement, including low educational attainment, underemployment, 
substance abuse (Smith, 1997), and high rates of police contact, criminal prosecution, 
and imprisonment (Cole, 1999; Kennedy, 1997). In addition, historical and 
contemporary incidences of racial discrimination directed at African Americans are 
primary concerns of the Black community and its leaders. However, violence against 
women is not often deemed a high priority within the Black community. Sanchez- 
Hucles and Dutton (1999) identified that although intimate partner violence against 
African American women has been addressed by several Black feminist researchers 
and fictional writers (such as Patricia Hill Collins, Angela Y. Davis, bell hooks, Toni 
Morrison, and Alice Walker),4 Black leaders have seemingly ignored this epidemic.
In discussing the attention afforded Black women’s victimization by intimate partners, 
Smith (1997, p. 24) argued that “[pjutting domestic violence on the front burner
woman battering, spouse abuse, wife abuse, and so on. In this dissertation I use these terms 
interchangeably to convey violence and other forms of abuse directed toward women by their intimate 
companions.
4 See Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics o f  Empowermet 
(2nd ed.) (2000); Davis, Women, Race and Class (1983); hooks, A in ’t I a Woman: Black Women and 
Feminism (1981a), Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center (2nd ed.) (2000a), and The Will to 
Change: Men, Masculinity, and Love (2004); Morrison, The Bluest Eye (1994), and Song o f Solomon 
(1977); and Walker, The Color Purple (1982).
2
would allow the community to rally all the troops for the tough battles ahead. Failure 
to do so not only abandons the women who must live with violence every day, but 
undermines families, communities, and political solidarity.” Further, given that 
women of color do not always experience racism in similar ways as their male 
counterparts, and that sexism against women of color is not always parallel to the 
experiences of White women, prevailing theories in regard to violence against women 
are limited (Crenshaw, 1993). Therefore, extracting data about domestic violence 
against African American women and other women of color affords a more 
comprehensive view of all women’s experiences. Accordingly, this study pushes the 
extant research on domestic violence forward by collecting detailed data on battered 
Black women, a group research indicates to be quite large (Rennison & Welchans, 
2000), but still a community of individuals often silenced due to their race, gender, 
class, and victim statuses.
This dissertation builds on the minimal amount of research conducted solely 
on African American victims of intimate partner violence (e.g., Asbury, 1997; Richie, 
1996; West, 1999). More specifically, Beth Richie’s (1996) analysis of battered 
Black women’s paths to committing criminal acts provided a profound contribution to 
the existing research on intimate partner violence. This dissertation builds on 
Richie’s fine work, as the study presented here considers a more diverse and non­
incarcerated sample of battered Black women. Given the more diverse group of 
participants, the current study can expand on Richie’s work in terms of how culture 
and the social structure shape the experiences of and responses by Black women to
3
battering and the effectiveness of the support networks in place to assist with the 
problem of domestic abuse.
The data collected for this dissertation provide a unique and significant 
contribution to the extant research on intimate partner violence and led to the 
identification of beneficial policy recommendations. For example, the outcome of 
this study introduces and draws attention to ways to improve the well-being of 
battered Black women by providing important information for these victims and their 
family and friends, as well as assisting the professionals in physical and mental health 
fields, the police who respond to domestic violence calls, and the judges and 
attorneys who process these cases. Before discussing the method and findings for the 
current study, however, this dissertation provides a discussion of the history and rates 
of intimate partner abuse and the need to examine race, culture, and the social 
structure when investigating intimate partner abuse.
DEVELOPMENT OF INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE AS A SOCIAL 
PROBLEM
An increased awareness of the problem of intimate partner violence against 
women has only occurred during the past few decades. Until the 1970s, concern, 
advocacy, and protection for battered women by the general public and officials of 
the crime-processing system5 were tremendously lacking (Belknap, 2001; Tierney, 
1982). Although historians had sporadically recorded attempts of various individuals
5 Consistent with Belknap (2001), I have chosen to use the term “processing” in place of “justice” 
when referring to law enforcement agencies and agents, court systems and their representatives, and 
sanctions for individuals convicted as criminal offenders. “Justice” implies that victims and offenders 
are treated justly and equally within the “criminal justice system,” however, this is not always true, 
particularly with African American women, as will be demonstrated throughout this dissertation.
4
who raised public concern for these victims, the endeavors were largely unsuccessful 
until the accelerating trend toward the criminalization of domestic violence 
perpetrators and the assistance afforded battered women starting in the 1970s. At this 
time, feminist organizations began to highlight intimate partner violence against 
women as a social problem needing to be remedied (Schecter, 1982), and books 
written by battered women and their advocates began to appear with fervor (Belknap 
& Potter, forthcoming). In 1973, the United States saw its first shelter to assist wives 
battered by their alcoholic husbands at the Rainbow Retreat in Phoenix, Arizona 
(Tierney, 1982), and since this time, shelters have rapidly appeared across the country 
(Belknap, 2001). In addition to establishing places to harbor battered women and 
their children away from their male batterers, law enforcement and court intervention 
agents began to address woman battering more seriously with the enactment and 
increased enforcement of laws and sanctions relating to intimate abuse (Tierney, 
1982). In 1994, President Bill Clinton signed into law the landmark Violence Against 
Women Act to combat violence against women by providing assistance to criminal 
processing agents (e.g., training), support for battered women’s shelters and a 
national telephone “hotline,” and funding for research on violence against women.
The act was renewed in 2000 and provided financial support in excess of three billion 
dollars for five years.
Along with the diligent labor of feminist activists, the battered women’s 
movement was further assisted in its development and awareness efforts by the 
media’s attention to the movement (Tierney, 1982). Through the mid-1970s, some 
popular magazines considered “domestic violence” acts of rioting and terrorism, but
5
by the end of the decade the term became equivalent with “wife abuse” (Tierney,
1982) and other forms of family-related interpersonal violence (Belknap, 2001). 
Indeed, between 1987 and 1997, the media representations of domestic violence as a 
serious issue were instrumental in decreasing the public’s tolerance of wife abuse 
during this decade (Johnson & Sigler, 2000).
Although intimate partner violence has experienced increased attention by the 
public, researchers, and the crime-processing system, abuse among intimate partners 
as a social problem is still not receiving the level of attention it deserves from 
criminal processing agents (Erez & Belknap, 1998) and health professionals (Belknap, 
2001; Rodriguez et al., 1999). For instance, there is fairly recent evidence that police 
officers still respond leniently to male batterers (Fyfe, Klinger, & Flavin, 1997). That 
is, men who abuse their female intimate partners are arrested less often than other 
violent offenders. In addition, battered women’s shelters continue to be 
“underfunded and overpopulated, turning women and children away in large 
numbers” (Belknap, 2001, p. 271). As indicated by a survey conducted by the Center 
for the Advancement of Women (2003), a sizeable number of women deem that 
intimate partner violence warrants continued attention. In fact, the report indicated 
that 92% of the women surveyed believed that domestic violence and sexual assault 
should be the top priority for the women’s movement. Violence against women as a 
main concern was succeeded by the following priorities: equal pay for equal work 
(90%), child care (85%), reducing drug and alcohol addiction among women (72%), 
and keeping abortion legal (41%). This finding underlies the need that much more
6
work is needed to improve the lives of battered women and to better address the 
unwarranted behavior of batterers.
RATES OF INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE VICTIMIZATION BY RACE
Several resources can be assessed to determine the variation in the rates of 
domestic violence by race. In general, as a group, African Americans typically 
experience more intimate partner violence than among other racial or ethnic groups.6 
Rennison’s (2003) analysis of the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) 
revealed that women encountered intimate partner violence at lower rates in 2001 
than in 1993. According to the NCVS, 9.8 per 1,000 women were victims of 
domestic violence in 1993, compared to 5.0 per 1,000 women in 2001 (Rennison, 
2003). While U.S. women in general have recently experienced lower rates of 
intimate partner violence, African American women in particular continued to sustain 
the highest rates among all women of intimate partner victimization. African 
American women experienced intimate partner violence at a rate of 35% higher than 
that of White women and about two and a half times more than women of other races 
and ethnicities (Rennison & Welchans, 2000). Gelles and Straus’s (1989) Second 
National Family Violence Survey, conducted in 1985, found that African American 
wives were 1.23 times more likely to experience “minor” violence and 2.36 times 
more likely to experience “severe” intimate partner violence than White wives 
(Hampton & Gelles, 1994).
6 For an exception, see Tjaden and Thoennes (2000), who determined that American Indians/Alaska 
Natives have higher rates of intimate partner violence than members of other racial and ethnic groups.
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Research involving military couples also found variations in domestic 
violence by race. According to Newby et al. (2000), more Blacks (51%) than Whites 
(37%) were reported to the U.S. Army’s central registry for substantiated spousal 
abuse incidents. Interestingly, only 28% of married active duty individuals were 
Black, compared to 61% White. Heyman and Neidig (1999), in their comparison of 
civilian and Army cohabitating or married couples, found that there were more severe 
episodes of husband-to-wife aggression by the Army sample than by the civilian 
sample. Though there were higher ratios of young individuals and Black persons in 
the Army sample, Heyman and Neidig emphasized that factors other than age and 
race must be considered in the analysis, which has been supported by other research, 
as demonstrated below.
Aside from race being considered a “risk factor” for intimate partner violence, 
several other indicators of marginalization are associated with a higher risk of this 
form of victimization, such as being divorced or separated, earning lower incomes, 
living in rental housing, and living in urban areas (Rennison & Welchans, 2000). 
Hampton and Gelles (1994) determined that while there were no significant 
differences in domestic violence rates between Black couples and White couples who 
earned less than $10,000 annually, intimate partner violence was twice as likely for 
Black families with incomes exceeding $10,000, as compared to White families in the 
same income bracket. However, in an earlier study, Cazenave and Straus (1979), 
found the opposite. They reported that when “income is controlled, Black 
respondents are less likely to report instances of spousal slapping at every income 
range except the $6,000 to $11,999 level. Black respondents at the lowest and higher
8
income levels are less likely to report engaging in such behavior than their white 
counterparts” (p. 295). In a study of about 300 women in a southeastern U.S. city, 
Lockhart (1987) found that proportionately more middle-class Black women were 
victims of intimate partner violence than middle-class White women. Cazenave and 
Straus (1979) concluded that racial oppression, independent of income, may be the 
source of strain that leads to elevated levels of marital violence reported by African 
Americans. And Benson et al. (2003) criticized certain investigations, including 
those conducted by Hampton and Gelles (1994) and Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz 
(1980), citing that these studies did not consider that Blacks and Whites reside in 
different types of neighborhoods, which effects the levels of intimate partner violence. 
Stark and Filtcraft (1996) reported that unemployment, substance abuse, physical 
disabilities, unwanted pregnancies, AIDS, suicide, homicide, and the living 
conditions (including homelessness) of some Black women can be attributed to 
intimate partner violence. Indeed, Stark (1990) found that the leading cause of death 
among African American women under the age of 45 was homicide due to injury 
from an intimate partner. Richie (1996, p. 5) determined that battered Black women 
in her study “were confined by social conditions in their communities, restrained by 
their families’ circumstances, severely limited by abuse in their intimate relationships, 
and forced to make hard choices with very few options.” These data indicate the 
importance of intensive research on intimate partner abuse experienced by African 
American women because of additional factors of marginalization. Essentially, the 
stress of being the object of disobliging racial discrimination and residing in
9
distressed neighborhoods negatively impacts African Americans, by adding to other 
life stressors and causing strain and conflict within intimate relationships.
It is worthwhile, given the huge body of research indicating racial and ethnic 
discrimination in policing and court practices (e.g., Cole, 1999; Fishman, 2002; 
Johnson, 1985; Kennedy, 1997; Miller, 1996; Mustard, 2001; Reasons, Conley, & 
Debro, 2002; Sampson & Lauritsen, 1997) that an examination of battered Black 
women include an analysis of those formally charged with committing a domestic 
violence offense. A phenomenon reported in research using Murray Straus’s (1979) 
Conflict Tactics Scales and in arrest rates after pro-arrest policies for domestic 
violence were implemented, is that of women abusing their (usually) male intimate 
partners (see Martin, 1997; McMahon & Pence, 2003; Melton & Belknap, 2003). 
The Conflict Tactics Scales (CTS) are a quantitative tool used to measure violence 
between intimate heterosexual partners (Straus, 1979). Women may use violence 
against their intimate partners as a form of self-defense, as mutual participants or 
combatants, and/or as lone aggressors (Shupe, Stacey, & Hazelwood, 1978; Straus, 
1980; Swan & Snow, 2003; Hamberger & Guse, 2002), though the latter is rarer and 
less lethal when compared to that of male perpetrators (Steinmetz, 1997; Tjaden & 
Thoennes, 2000). In the earliest report using the CTS, the First National Family 
Violence Survey, Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz (1980) found that Black wives 
engaged in “severe” violence toward their Black husbands twice as much as White 
wives against their White husbands. An increase in this rate (Black wife toward 
Black husband) was found in the results of the Second National Family Violence
10
Survey, while there was a decrease in the rate of husband-to-wife violence among 
Black couples (Hampton, Gelles, & Harrop, 1989).
Since the 1980s and in publications using the CTS, there has been an 
impassioned debate about whether intimate partner violence is “gendered,” meaning 
victims tend to be a certain gender (female) and perpetrators tend to be the other 
gender (male). The camps in this debate are the “family violence” scholars who 
deem that intimate partner violence is not gendered and “feminist” scholars who 
argue that intimate partner violence is gendered (see Melton & Belknap, 2003, for an 
overview of the debate). But all researchers agree that the data are quite clear that 
domestic violence is gendered in terms of males being more likely to initiate abuse, to 
use more severe levels of abuse and perpetrate greater injuries, to cause more fear, 
and to use abuse in order to control their intimate partners (see Belknap & Potter, 
forthcoming; Melton & Belknap, 2003). Further, Dasgupta (2002, p. 1381) argued 
that “[rjesearch on women’s use of violence must be placed within appropriate 
contexts and understood in terms of cultural, historical, social, individual, and cross- 
cultural variables.” In this dissertation the participants’ self-reported use of force 
with their male intimates, as well as their reports of formal charges as domestic 
violence “offenders” or “batterers,” are examined considering intimate partner 
violence from a gendered (i.e., feminist) standpoint.
THE NEED TO EXAMINE RACE, CULTURE, AND THE SOCIAL 
STRUCTURE IN INTIMATE PARTNER ABUSE RESEARCH
Research on intimate partner violence against women largely analyzes the 
dominant racial group (i.e., White women) or investigates women as a whole without
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considering variations by race and ethnicity (Richie, 2003a). Criticism has been 
directed at the research instruments used to determine the intricacies of intimate 
partner violence because the measurements were not tested on domestic violence 
victims of color, nor developed considering cultural differences among victims 
(Crowell & Burgess, 1996; Rankin, Saunders, & Williams, 2000; Sorenson, 1996). 
Sorenson (1996, p. 125) argued that “unique cultural manifestations of violence 
against women cannot be identified if such experiences are not measured” (also see 
Campbell et al., 1994). As such, research on intimate violence is not complete 
without attention given to the cultural arenas in which African American women 
participate (Stark, 2003).
At the same time that it is important to address culture in any analysis of 
intimate partner violence in the Black community, it is important to consider that 
there is no monolithic Black culture that describes all African Americans. Rather, 
Black culture, as it is used in this dissertation, refers to general lines of convention 
that are often found within the Black community in the United States. Bell and 
Mattis (2000, pp. 516-517) placed African American culture in the context of “the 
complex pastiche of symbolic forms (e.g., folkways, mores, language, religion, 
gender roles, childrearing practices, rituals, metaphors, medicines and healing 
practices, music, and fighting behavior) employed and socially transmitted by people 
of African descent who have been socialized to the United States.” Matters of 
importance among the Black community include high loyalties to immediate and 
extended family members, embeddedness in religion and spirituality, and shared 
experiences of racial oppression and discrimination. In the existing research on
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intimate partner violence against African American women, these cultural identities 
have been recognized to (1) enlighten the significance Black culture has on African 
American women (e.g., Asbury, 1987); (2) establish possible causes for violence 
among intimates in the Black community (e.g., Hampton, Gelles, & Harrop, 1989); 
and (3) determine Black women’s responses to intimate partner violence (e.g., Richie, 
1996). Aside from in-group cultural aspects important to the lives of battered Black 
women, social structural influences must also be considered in the analysis. 
Education, employment, and socioeconomic circumstances have also been included 
in the study on domestic abuse against African American women alongside cultural 
factors (e.g., Richie, 1996).
Research on intimate partner violence must more directly target women of 
color in the pursuit to determine effective prevention, detection, and intervention 
strategies. This is particularly important given the research previously reported that 
emphasized the increased and unique risks of intimate partner victimization for more 
marginalized women (e.g., Brice-Baker, 1994; Coley & Beckett, 1988; Gelles & 
Straus, 1999; Rennison & Welchans, 2000; Richie, 1996; Smith, 1997; Sorenson, 
1996; Stark, 2003; Stark & Flitcraft, 1996; Uzell & Peebles-Wilkins, 1989; O.J. 
Williams, 1993). Fortunately, there has been a growing body of research focusing on 
the roles race, the distinctive cultures among African Americans, and the effects of 
social structure disparities play in intimate partner violence (e.g., Brice-Baker, 1994; 
Coley & Beckett, 1988; Hampton, Oliver, & Magadan, 2003; Rankin, Saunders, & 
Williams, 2000; Richie, 1996, 2003a; Sorenson, 1996; Stark, 2003; Uzell & Peebles- 
Wilkins, 1989; Weis, 2001; O.J. Williams, 1993).
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Richie (2003a, p. 210) argued that her unique research and analysis on 
battered Black women served to “broaden and deepen the literature on intimate 
violence so that race and ethnicity appear as central, complex, nuanced variables and, 
ultimately, so that women of color are less affected by the devastation of intimate 
violence.” Indeed, this is the case. She maintained that her work served as an 
alternative approach to investigating “racial and ethnic variations in causes and 
consequences of intimate violence [that] may be generalized to support the need for 
other case examinations (other ethnicities, other socioeconomic groups of Black 
women, settings other than correctional facilities)” (p. 210). Because her findings are 
somewhat limited in generalizing to the general population, given that her research 
focused solely on low-income incarcerated women, Richie recognized this to be a 
limitation of her work. Building on Richie’s research and considering the limitation 
of her sample, my investigation draws on a more representative group of battered 
Black women; that is, battered Black women who are not incarcerated and have 
varying levels of education and socioeconomic class.
DISSERTATION OVERVIEW
This chapter introduced the basis for examining intimate partner violence 
against African American women as a group, and the remainder of the dissertation 
will address the theoretical foundation, research method, major trends, theoretical 
contribution, policy implications, and recommendations for future research. In 
Chapter Two, “Theoretical Framework: Black Feminist and Critical Race Feminist 
Theories,” I provide the theoretical background used to comprehend intimate partner
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abuse in the lives of African American women. The chapter consists of a detailed 
description of Black feminist theory and critical race feminist theory, and I draw 
attention to Black culture and social structure as they have affected Black women in 
the United States. In Chapter Three, the research methods chapter, I describe the 
sample selection, sample, and method used in gathering and analyzing the data. More 
specifically, the qualitative methods used to analyze the data are described, and I 
include a description of the interview schedule and my relationship with the 
participants. I also address the limitations in the chosen method of research design.
In the subsequent eight chapters, I present the specific trends resulting from 
the data analysis. Included in the topical examination in each of these chapters is an 
evaluation of the influence of cultural and sociostructural factors, as well as variations 
among the participants by age, education level, and socioeconomic class. I also 
compare and contrast my analyses with related existing research throughout each of 
the analytical chapters. In the first analysis chapter, “Socialization to Violence,” I 
focus on the participants’ exposure to various forms of violence and abuse during 
their childhoods. I begin by differentiating socialization to violence from the 
subculture of violence and social learning theories. I provide an assessment of the 
experiences of and exposure to sexual, physical, and emotional abuse during the 
participants’ childhoods, as well as the abusive behavior exhibited by some of the 
participants during their youth. Chapter Four concludes by contrasting the 
participants who were exposed to the aforementioned abusive experiences with those 
women who did not experience such incidents.
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In Chapter Five, “Perceptions of the Batterers,” the participants’ descriptions 
of their batterers, explanations for their batterers’ behaviors, and the loyalty afforded 
their batterers is presented. The methods of abuse meted out by the batterers on the 
interviewees are illustrated in Chapter Six, “Experiences with Intimate Partner 
Abuse.” In the chapter I also examine the participants’ processes of entering the 
abusive relationships and their ensuing reactions to the initial abusive episodes. One 
of the responses to the abuse by the participants was to use physical retaliation toward 
the batterers. These physical resistance strategies employed by the participants are 
comprehensively evaluated in Chapter Seven, “Fighting Back.”
In Chapter Eight, “Use of Personal, Interpersonal, and Ecclesiastical 
Resources to Leave Abusive Intimate Relationships,” I investigate obstacles to 
terminating and departing from abusive relationships and the private support the 
participants seek out for assistance. This support includes the women’s personal 
efforts to leave the relationships, including the use of prayer. I also describe the 
participants’ experiences with calling on family members, friends, and clergy 
members for help. Chapter Nine, “Use of Public and Systemic Resources to Leave 
Abusive Relationships,” provides an analysis of the participants’ experiences with 
assistance from medical personnel, battered women’s shelters, therapeutic counseling, 
and the crime-processing system. The chapter also includes the participants’ 
perceptions and evaluations of these systemic support systems. The mental and 
physical consequences of abuse and the coping skills the women employed to deal 
with the abuse are then discussed in Chapter Ten, “Effects of Intimate Partner 
Abuse.”
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The final analytical chapter, “Multiplicative Resistance: A Theoretical 
Conception of Battered Black Women’s Lived Experiences and Perceptions of Self,” 
provides an extended assessment of the participants’ perceptions of themselves and in 
the context of other battered women. This chapter describes the challenges of the 
women’s multiplicative identity (e.g., Black women, mothers, poor, etc.) and their 
resistive struggles against abuse and other forms of domination in the private and 
public domains. This theoretical model, multiplicative , is detailed to
provide an explanation for battered Black women’s responses to their abuse based on 
their self-perception and their devalued status (as Black women) in U.S. society.
Finally, in Chapter Twelve, “The Conceptualization of the Lives and 
Experiences of Battered Black Women: Summary, Future Research, and Policy 
Implications,” I provide a review of the study and a statement of its conclusions. I 
summarize how my examination fits in the existing literature and the contributions of 
my study to understanding intimate partner violence, particularly as it pertains to 
African American women. I discuss the theoretical contributions of this dissertation, 
the potential policy implications rooted in the analysis, and recommendations for 
future research.
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CHAPTER 2
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: BLACK FEMINIST AND CRITICAL
RACE FEMINIST THEORIES
INTRODUCTION
From day to day, I, Black woman, continue to bear the brunt of racism and sexism, 
wherever I go. Oh, to be able to choose not to be confronted with one or the other, 
or both, on any given day -  now, that would be the Life.
Eleanor Johnson (1983, p. 320)
Since the increased awareness of woman battering began in the 1970s, 
research conducted on issues related to intimate partner violence has led to improved 
assistance to battered women. However, cultural, racial, and ethnic distinctions 
among women victims of domestic violence have not been afforded equal levels of 
consideration. Much of the extant research considers all battered women as victims 
with similar life experiences. Women of color typically have different life 
experiences than White women. Therefore, applying research conducted on the 
racially dominant group (Whites) and theories based on interpersonal victimization 
developed and tested in this research to battered Black women is problematic. Stated 
alternatively, using research designed to study White battered women may not 
adequately explain how African American women experience and respond to intimate 
partner violence. As Black women encounter the serious ramifications of racism in 
addition to sexism, and that they are the victims of intimate partner violence at rates 
greater than their White counterparts (Gelles & Straus, 1989; Hampton & Gelles,
1994; Rennison & Welchans, 2000), basing research on theories that do not consider 
the unique experiences of Black women may not be particularly accurate.
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Considering the historical experiences of Black women in the United States, which 
have been couched in multiple forms of domination, research that is based on an 
alternative standpoint will be sure to consider how circumstances particular to 
African American women’s lives may position them to experience domestic violence 
differently. This approach may also provide the field with explanations for higher 
rates of intimate partner violence against Black women. Specifically, Black feminist 
theory and critical race theory are alternative approaches that center on African 
American women’s devalued societal position, which I applied when developing my 
research plan, conducting my study, and analyzing my data. The theories enabled me 
to analyze the data with the assumption that both social structural and cultural factors 
affect African American women’s experiences with intimate partner violence in a 
way that may be different from other women’s domestic abuse encounters.
This chapter describes the development and tenets of Black feminist and 
critical race feminist theories. I begin with an historical overview of the role of 
African American women in the mainstream7 feminist movements to understand the 
contemporary concepts of Black feminist theory and critical race feminist theory. I 
then provide comprehensive explanations of Black feminist theory and critical race 
feminist theory, followed by an appraisal of the debate among Black woman as to the 
moniker to attach to themselves and their movement (i.e., feminism vs. womanism). I 
conclude this chapter with the application of Black feminist theory and critical race 
feminist theory to understand African American women’s experiences with and
7 Here and throughout the remainder of the dissertation, I consider mainstream feminism or feminist 
theory as those efforts made toward gender equality by groups of predominantly White women 
feminists. My choice in the use of the term mainstream relates to the considerable attention -  both 
negative and positive -  given to the efforts of these women, as opposed to that afforded smaller, 
marginalized groups of feminists.
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responses to intimate partner violence and to the criminal processing system’s 
intervention in domestic violence situations.
BLACK FEMINISM AND THE THREE WAVES OF THE MAINSTREAM 
FEMINIST MOVEMENT
Mainstream feminist theory is comprised of three eras of development, 
referred to as waves, which began in the 1700s. Unlike many White women who 
enjoyed the “feminist lifestyle” because it provided them the opportunity to meet and 
bond with other women, Black women have always had a sense of sisterhood (hooks, 
2000a; Hudson-Weems, 1993). It is often assumed that Black women did not 
participate in the development of feminist ideology and the practice of gender 
equality (King, 1988). Yet, by reading the works of women who considered 
themselves to be Black feminists, or were identified as such by others, we find that 
Black women have indeed been involved in liberation efforts since the early 1800s 
(King, 1988), and perhaps even dating back to the 1600s, when African women who 
were captured and enslaved in the so-called “New World” endured multiple forms of 
oppression by their slave masters (Guy-Sheftall, 1995).
Mainstream feminist theory places gender as the primary consideration in 
women’s liberation efforts (hooks, 2000a; Hudson-Weems, 1993). However, Black 
women have expressed difficulty in identifying with mainstream feminist theory 
because of its focus on this single aspect of womanhood and because the lives and 
concerns of White middle-class women were placed at the forefront of the liberation 
efforts (Collins, 2000). Black women regularly convey that they not only deal with 
issues of gender inequality, but with racial inequality, as well (Crenshaw, 1994). It is
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this status, Crenshaw (1994) argued, that relegates women of color to an invisible 
class, and pulls these women’s loyalties in two directions; that is, feeling the need to 
either choose between being loyal to feminist ideas or being loyal to their racial or 
ethnic community. Collins (2000, p. 25) distinguished Black women’s experiences 
from those of other groups of women, and also considered Black women’s lives as 
individuals:
On the one hand, all African-American women face similar challenges that result 
from living in a society that historically and routinely derogates women of 
African descent. Despite the fact that U.S. Black women face common 
challenges, this neither means that individual African-American women have all 
had the same experiences nor that we agree on the significance of our varying 
experiences. Thus, on the other hand, despite the common challenges confronting 
U.S. Black women as a group, diverse responses to these core themes characterize 
U.S. Black women’s group knowledge or standpoint.
This collective, yet individualized, aspect of Black women’s lives is an 
important aspect in Black feminism and when considering Black women. This is 
evident throughout the review of the role of Black feminism in the three waves of the 
mainstream feminist movement.
Black Feminism and the First Wave of the Mainstream Feminist Movement
The First Wave of mainstream feminism in the United States began in the 
18th century, borrowing on the efforts introduced in England, where organized 
groups of women and a few men began to demand equal gender rights in employment, 
education, and voting (Freedman, 2002). Their campaign goal typically included the 
abolishment of slavery. Davis (1983) indicated that even though White women were 
involved in fighting for equality between the sexes and against slavery, many still 
held racist attitudes (e.g., support of racial segregation) and/or ignored the concerns
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of Black women completely. Hooks (2000a, p. 11) argued that White women
feminists have sometimes taken a condescending and possessive position in feminism
and feminist movements:
Frequently, white feminists act as if black women did not know sexist oppression 
existed until they voiced feminist sentiment. They believe they are providing 
black women with “the” analysis and “the” program for liberation. They do not 
understand, cannot even imagine, that black women, as well as other groups of 
women who live daily in oppressive situations, often acquire an awareness of 
patriarchal politics from their lived experiences, just as they develop strategies of 
resistance (even though they may not resist on a sustained or organized basis).
White women leaders of this First Wave also downplayed the immediate concerns of 
working-class White women, such as salaries and working conditions, arguing that 
the primary focus should be on voting, which would, in turn, bring gender equality.
Black women, at the start of the mainstream feminist movement, were 
undeniably aware of their invisibility and began to speak in public forums on issues 
related to them. Though typically not included in mainstream depictions of the 
feminist movement, contemporary Black feminist writers trace organized Black 
feminist efforts back to the 19th century when African American women such as 
Maria Stewart, Anna Julia Cooper, and Sojourner Truth spoke openly of Black 
women’s affairs and breaking free from oppressive gender roles (Guy-Sheftall, 1995). 
These women’s public declarations of racism, as well as sexism -  in particular, 
sexism by Black men -  did not go without criticism from men and other women in 
the Black community (Guy-Sheftall, 1995). Retractors in the Black community did 
not want the general public to be privy to their in-group unrest and they felt more 
energy should be placed on securing freedom from slavery and on racial justice, in 
general, as opposed to trying to gain gender equality.
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Fear of the Black community’s reaction to Black women advocating for 
themselves was often not a concern by these women. One of the most notable 
illustrations of this valiance was through the work of slavery abolitionist and woman 
suffragist Sojourner Truth. It was Truth’s 1851 speech at the Ohio Women’s Rights 
Convention that began to bring White women and all men in the abolitionist and 
women’s rights movements to acknowledge Black women in their struggles (Davis,
1983). Though historian Nell Painter (1996) has critically questioned that Truth 
actually spoke the now legendary and widely-used phrase “Ain’t I a Woman?”8 
repeatedly in her speech to the congregation,9 Painter recognized that the symbol 
Truth has come to personify is important to Black and White women feminists alike.
In the 1890s, the first Black women’s clubs were established in response to 
lynching of Blacks, sexual abuse of Black women, the need to improve family life, 
and other issues specific to the lives of Black women (Davis, 1983; Guy-Sheftall, 
1995). The founding of these clubs is considered to be the first formal and organized 
feminist movement among African American women (Guy-Sheftall, 1995). Granted, 
the leading members of these clubs tended to be women who did not work outside 
their homes, and thus were not of lower income status, but the Black women’s clubs 
were distinguished from White women’s clubs by the Black club members’ attention 
to the matter of racism (Davis, 1983). “Indeed, their own familiarity with the routine 
racism of U.S. society linked them far more intimately to their working-class sisters
8 Sometimes worded as “A r’n’t I a woman?” (See Oliver Gilbert, 1998[1850], Narrative o f  Sojourner 
Truth.)
9 Painter has argued that convention secretary Marius Robinson’s records of Truth’s speech is closer to 
Truth’s actual wording, which does not record any statements of “Ar’n ’t/Ain’t I a woman?,” than to 
Harriet Beecher Stowe and Frances Dana Gage’s account written 12 years after the convention.
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than did the experience of sexism for white women of the middle classes” (Davis, 
1983, pp. 129-130).
The First Wave of feminism is reported by some to have ended in 1920 with 
women being granted the right to vote (see Guy-Sheftall, 1995), but there is clear 
indication that Black feminists did not waver in their efforts for racial and gender 
equality after this period, particularly since few Black women were actually able to 
vote during this time. Black women who advocated feminist ideas from the 1920s 
through the 1950s included in their agenda “passing a federal anti-lynching bill, 
unionizing themselves as workers, achieving economic independence, securing birth 
control, enhancing their educational status, and improving the working condition of 
domestics” (Guy-Sheftall, 1995, p. 78). Simply because voting rights had been 
afforded to women and African Americans by this time, and the world wars allowed 
opportunity for increased employment opportunities for women in general, did not 
signify the conclusion of Black feminist work.
Black Feminism and the Second Wave of the Mainstream Feminist Movement
The Second Wave in the mainstream feminist movement began in the 1960s 
after the relatively uneventful, quiet four decades by White women feminists (Guy- 
Sheftall, 1995). The Second Wave is characterized by continued dissatisfaction with 
women’s second-class status (i.e., second to men) (hooks, 2000a). Unfortunately, 
there still remained an air of racism and classism among some of the leaders of this 
movement. According to hooks (2000a), Betty Friedan’s (1963) Feminine 
Mystique is proclaimed to be the source that initiated contemporary feminism, even 
though it was limited to the lives and experiences of middle-class White women.
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Friedan “ignored the existence of all non-white women and poor white women” 
(hooks, 2000a, p. 2), just as many of the feminists in the First Wave did. Within the 
women’s liberation theoretical models that did include a cross-section of 
socioeconomic class, there still tended to be a lack of the inclusion of race or ethnicity 
as a factor affecting the lives of women of color (Lewis, 1977). Despite this omission, 
there was some level of collaboration between the different groups. Smith (1983) 
contended that just as White women used the Black equal rights movement to support 
and advance their cause in the 19th century, they did so again by attaching themselves 
to Black organizations in the 1960s. However, instead of maintaining their 
associations during each of these periods, the White feminists turned their attentions 
and activist energies to other causes and groups (Smith, 1983).
Another criticism of White women feminists during the Second Wave is that
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they misinterpreted Black women’s struggles because they based their perceptions of 
Black women on stereotypical beliefs and images (hooks, 2000a; Smith, 1983).
White feminists believed that the failure of Black women to participate in feminist 
bonding groups was due to their assumption of Black women as already having been 
liberated. This was based on their belief that all Black women were strong Black 
women (hooks, 2000a), holding positions of power within the Black community and 
the Black family. This was perhaps fueled by the infamous Daniel Moynihan (1965) 
report, The Negro Family: The Case for National Action. The now deceased senator 
and academician asserted that this Strong Black Woman was responsible for the 
problems within the Black community. Moynihan argued that because the Black 
woman spent a large amount of time working outside the home, she neglected her
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duties as wife and mother, therefore causing juvenile delinquency among Black 
children and the devalued status of Black males within the social structure. Therefore, 
these Black women contradicted the traditional role to which women should adhere 
(i.e., the submissive woman catering to her husband). While there has been a greater 
prevalence of egalitarian households within the African American community as 
compared to other groups (Lockhart, 1991; Sudarkasa, 1996), Black women were not 
free from being subjected to sexism within both Black and White communities (as 
well as racism in the White community).
In response to the civil rights and women’s rights movements’ failures to 
address those matters particularly important to Black women during the 1960s and 
1970s, African American women feminists organized in larger and more sustainable 
groups (Guy-Sheftall, 1995; Lewis, 1977; White, 1999). These groups included a 
cross-section of Black women by social class, which was different from what the 
White feminist movement had accomplished at that stage in the liberation (Lewis, 
1977). Regrettably, as occurred during the Black feminist efforts of the 19th century, 
Black women were pressured -  either self-inflicted or by others -  to choose either the 
fight for Black liberation or for women’s liberation (Cleaver, 1997; Cole & Guy- 
Sheftall, 2003), and the writings of some Black women feminists during the 1970s 
and 1980s were met with antagonism from several members of the Black intellectual 
community (Cole & Guy-Sheftall, 2003; Guy-Sheftall, 1995). These Black feminist 
authors were protesting via their written works not only about the social injustices 
they and other Black women suffered in U.S. society and globally, but also of the 
strife within the Black community. Some Black male scholars and professionals felt
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betrayed and were angered by the depictions of Black men in both the fictional and 
non-fictional compositions. Accordingly, they deemed it necessary to retaliate to 
what they believed was in kind, and wrote seething articles comprised of Black 
woman-hating prose (Guy-Sheftall, 1995). It appeared some Black men of this time 
felt threatened by what Black feminists were making known about their interpersonal 
relationships and did not want to be vulnerable to the societal responses to images 
recounted by these women. Despite the condemnation of their work during this 
period, Black women feminists made a significant and lasting contribution to both the 
Black liberation and women’s liberation movements.
Black Feminism and the Third Wave of the Mainstream Feminist Movement
According to mainstream feminist rhetoric, we are currently in the Third 
Wave of mainstream feminism, which reportedly began in the 1990s, even though 
many of the Second Wave feminists are still active in their efforts. The Third Wave 
is a movement founded by women bom during the early years of the Second Wave 
(late 1960s through 1970s) (Baumgardner & Richards, 2000). The movement focuses 
on bringing the ideas of Second Wave feminism up to date and relevant to the lives of 
women currently in their twenties and early thirties (Baumgardner & Richards, 2000). 
Third Wave feminists boast their movement is more sensitive to the differences 
among women, to include variations by race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, and 
nationality, and that its membership mirrors this diversity. Another significant 
element of this movement is that self-proclaimed Third Wave feminists do not wish 
to view themselves as victims simply because they are women.
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Guy-Sheftall (1995) recounted that Black feminism “came of age” at the same 
time the Third Wave emerged: during the 1990s. It was then that Black women 
feminists and their work were being more readily recognized and regarded within 
mainstream feminism. This is evident in the Third Wave movement addressing 
issues in addition to gender when considering the lives of women. Contemporary 
Black women feminists devote their activism to a number of areas relating 
specifically to the lives of Black women, but also recognize collaborative efforts with 
others (hooks, 2000a).
Although there is increased acceptance of alternative views of feminism, 
whether belonging to the Second Wave or the new Third Wave, hooks (2000a) has 
continued to question whether today’s White women understand that their 
perspectives may not be indicative of all women’s realities, and that their views may 
still be racist and classist. In referring to the issues raised regarding Anita Hill’s 
reports of sexual harassment during the U.S. Senate hearings for Clarence Thomas’s 
confirmation to the U.S. Supreme Court, McKay (1993, p. 276) wrote that White 
women feminists “forgot that for Black women, issues of gender are always 
connected to race... Black women cannot choose between their commitment to 
feminism and the struggle with their men for racial justice.” Crenshaw (1994, p. 94) 
echoed this sentiment by stating that “(contemporary feminist and antiracist 
discourses have failed to consider the intersections of racism and patriarchy” and 
“[bjecause of their intersectional identity as both women and people of color within 
discourses that are shaped to respond to one or the other, the interests and experiences 
of women of color are frequently marginalized within both” (emphases in original
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text). Using these “interconnections among systems of oppression” (Collins, 2000, p. 
59), the approach of Black feminism aids in explaining the focus of my study.
Recent survey research demonstrates that Black women, even more so than 
White women, are discontented with Black women’s situation in society and are in 
want of changes in the social world that benefit women. Jones and Shorter-Gooden 
(2003) reported that a Gallup poll conducted in June 2002 determined that 48% of 
Black women affirmed that they were dissatisfied with the treatment of women within 
society as compared to 26% of White women. In 2003, the Center for the 
Advancement of Women released the results of a survey conducted over a two year 
period (in two phases), which aimed to determine the priorities of U.S. women, many 
of which were based on feminist ideology. Sixty-three percent of African American 
women and 68% of Hispanic women, compared to only 41% of White women, 
strongly agreed that the United States is in need of a strong women’s movement to 
advocate for changes that benefit women. (Included in the inquiry was women’s 
identity with feminism, which I will return to later in this chapter.)
DEFINING BLACK FEMINISM AND BLACK FEMINIST THEORY
There has been much discourse and disagreement on the meaning of the term 
feminism (hooks, 2000a). However, contrary to mainstream feminism, Black feminist 
theory has had a more cohesive understanding among its proponents. To begin, 
Barbara Smith (1983, p. xxvi), a Black feminist theorist, offered a review of what 
Black feminism is not by outlining the common myths related to Black women that 
have been perpetuated by Black men and some Black women with the goal of
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“divert[ing] black women from our own freedom.” Figure 2.1 is a reproduction of the 
five myths about Black women as identified by Smith (1983). These are instructive 
in explaining the unique position of Black women in the struggle for equality or 
justice.
Figure 2.1: Barbara Smith’s Five Myths about Black Women
Myth No. 1: The black woman is already liberated. This myth confuses liberation 
with the fact that black women have had to take on responsibilities that our 
oppression gives us no choice but to handle.
Myth No. 2: Racism is the primary (or only) oppression black women have to 
confront... .The notion that struggling against or eliminating racism will completely 
alleviate black women’s problems does not take into account the way that sexual 
oppression cuts across all racial, nationality, age, religious, ethnic, and class 
groupings.
Myth No. 3: Feminism is nothing but man-hating. .. .Anti-feminists are incapable of 
making a distinction between being critically opposed to sexual oppression and 
simply hating men.
Myth No. 4: Women’s issues are narrow, apolitical concerns. People o f color need to 
deal with the “larger struggle. ”This myth.. .characterizes women’s oppression as 
not particularly serious, and by no means a matter of life and death.
Myth No. 5: Those feminists are nothing but lesbians.. .Black feminism and black 
lesbianism are not interchangeable. Feminism is a political movement and many 
lesbians are not feminists.
(Smith, 1983, pp. xxvi-xxx; emphases in original text)
Collins (2000) organized Black feminist thought into six distinguishing 
attributes that may individually be found in various other “bodies of knowledge,” but 
when combined explain Black feminist thought. These distinguishing features are: (1) 
the “intersecting oppressions of race, class, gender, sexuality, and nation”; (2) a
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collective standpoint among Black women; (3) an “ongoing dialogue whereby action 
and thought inform one another”; (4) “the essential contributions of African- 
American women intellectuals”; (5) Black feminist thought and practice that must 
change as social conditions change; and (6) collaboration with other social justice 
projects and movements (pp. 22-43).
The “intersecting oppressions” of Black women has been addressed by a 
number of Black feminist scholars. In the classic 1970 article “Double Jeopardy: To 
Be Black and Female,” Frances Beale (1995 [1970]), journalist and civil rights activist, 
wrote of the burden of the Black woman’s disadvantaged status based on gender and 
race. Though not fully conceptualized (King, 1988) or listed in the title, Beale also 
discussed the added burden of “economic exploitation” experienced by African 
American women. This third area in the domination of Black women is included in 
Gordon’s (1987) analysis, which she termed the “trilogy of oppression.” Gordon 
proclaimed that Black women are often confronted with determining which form of 
oppression is most important. King (1988) went even further and advocated using the 
term multiple jeopardy to describe Black women’s oppression because Black women 
often undergo even more forms of subjugation, and these categories of oppression 
impact Black women simultaneously (also see Cleaver, 1997; Collins, 2000; Gordon, 
1987; Guy-Sheftall, 1995; Hull, Bell Scott, & Smith, 1982; Smith, 1983; Terrelonge, 
1984; Wing, 1997, 2003). Wing (2003, p. 7) argued that “women of color are not 
merely White women plus color or men of color plus gender. Instead, their identities 
must be multiplied together to create a holistic One when analyzing the nature of the 
discrimination against them” (emphases in original text). Wing (1997) used the term
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multiplicative identity to capture the identity of women of color: “The actuality of our 
layered experience is multiplicative. Multiply each of my parts together, 1 x 1 x 1 x 1 
x 1, and you have one indivisible being. If you divide one of these parts from one 
you still have one” (1997, p. 31, emphases in original text). Further, regarding Black 
women, Wing wrote, “I am asserting that the experience of black women must be 
seen as a multiplicative, multilayered, indivisible whole, symbolized by the equation 
one times one, not one plus one” (1997, p. 32, emphasis in original text).
Guy-Sheftall (1995) provided a comprehensive and straightforward scope of 
Black feminist theory that encompasses all the elements outlined thus far about Black 
women involved in feminism and about Black women’s issues. The elements of 
Guy-SheftalFs Black feminist theory are portrayed in Figure 2.2.
Figure 2.2: Elements of Black Feminist Theory by Beverly Guy-Sheftall
1) Black women experience a special kind of oppression and suffering in this 
country [the United States] which is racist, sexist, and classist because of their 
dual racial and gender identity and their limited access to economic resources;
2) This “triple jeopardy” has meant that the problems, concerns, and needs of black 
women are different in many ways from those of both white women and black 
men;
3) Black women must struggle for black liberation and gender equality 
simultaneously;
4) There is no inherent contradiction in the struggle to eradicate sexism and racism 
as well as the other “isms” which plague the human community, such as classism 
and heterosexism; and
5) Black women’s commitment to the liberation of blacks and women is profoundly 
rooted in their lived experience.
(Guy-Sheftall, B., Ed., 1995, p. 2; emphasis in original text)
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In summation, Black feminist theory is the theoretical perspective that places 
the lived experiences, including any forms of resistance to their situations, of Black 
women at the center of the analysis, considering her as an individual encompassing 
numerous and interwoven identities including, but not limited to, gender, race, 
ethnicity, nationality, socioeconomic class, and sexuality. The standpoint is that 
Black women are typically oppressed within both the Black community and society- 
at-large based on their subordinated statuses within each of these areas of 
classification, and that research on Black women should be conducted based on this 
perspective.
CRITICAL RACE FEMINIST THEORY
Critical race feminist theory is similar to Black feminist theory. Critical race 
feminist theory used in conjunction with Black feminist theory is a valuable approach 
for my study because it provides a specific application to issues of women of color 
involved in the criminal processing system, either as victims or as offenders or as 
both. Critical race feminist theory’s direct antecedents are critical legal studies and 
critical race theory. Critical legal studies was developed based on the deconstruction 
of the “supposedly neutral concepts to show the true nature of the contingent power 
relationships they mark and conceal” and was formed in the 1970s by mainly White 
male legal scholars (Wing, 1997, p. 2). People of color, White women, and others 
were initially attracted to critical legal studies because it challenged laws related to 
the oppression based on race and gender (Wing, 2003). However, critical race theory 
was developed in response to critical legal studies in 1989 (though the groundwork
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for critical race theory dates back to the mid-1970s). Those credited with designing 
critical race theory reported their disillusionment with critical legal studies due to the 
exclusion of the personal and intellectual viewpoints from scholars of color and 
White women scholars. Accordingly, critical race theory places more focus on the 
role of racism and a racist and classist society in the construction of realities among 
people of color. Critical race theory, then, “challenges the ability of conventional 
legal strategies to deliver social and economic justice” (Wing, 1997, p. 2) and has 
been used to address a variety of law-related topics such as affirmative action, hate 
speech, and criminal and immigration law. Inherent in critical race theory is the 
belief that race is a social construction, as opposed to a biological determinism, and 
that racism is a fundamental and common function of U.S. society not easily resolved 
by the legal system and its laws (Wing, 2003).
Though deemed as a move toward the inclusion of all people in the analysis of 
social interaction and social justice, many women of color continued to feel excluded 
within critical race theory discourse, as gender was not often introduced as a concern 
(Wing, 1997). Consequently, in the 1990s critical race feminism was born. Wing 
(2003) suggested that critical race feminist theory is a “feminist intervention” within 
critical race theory and a “race intervention” in mainstream feminist theory. Just as 
with many Black feminists, most critical race feminists have not involved themselves 
in the mainstream feminist movement, but admit that they make use of certain themes 
of mainstream feminism in the social sciences (Wing, 2003).
According to Wing (1997), critical race feminist theory, like Black feminist 
theory, is grounded in “anti-essentialism” and intersectionality. Anti-essentialism
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asserts that there is more than one essential voice of 10 This view of anti-
essentialism by critical race feminists is typically in reply to feminist legal scholar 
Catherine MacKinnon’s (1982) work on feminism and women’s position in society. 
Angela P. Harris’s (1990) landmark Black feminist legal article “Race and 
Essentialism in Feminist Legal Theory” criticized MacKinnon and others’ use of 
essentialism regarding women’s issues. Harris wrote, “MacKinnon assumes, as does 
the dominant culture, that there is an essential ‘woman’ beneath the realities of 
differences between women -  that in describing the experiences of ‘women,’ issues 
of race, class, and sexual orientation can therefore be safely ignored or relegated to 
footnotes” (pp. 591-592).
Further criticism of MacKinnon’s essentialism standpoint by Harris (1990) 
concerned the matter of race identity versus gender identity for Black women. Harris 
argued that MacKinnon’s use of “essentialism” considers that “black women’s 
experience will always be forcibly fragmented before being subjected to analysis, as 
those who are ‘only interested in race’ and those who are ‘only interested in gender’ 
take their separate slices of our lives” (Harris, 1990, p. 589). In defense of 
essentialism as it relates to gender, MacKinnon (2002, p. 73) disagreed that feminism 
does not consider all women’s experiences and that anti-essentialism would be anti­
feminist, because “[fjeminism does not see women as the same; it criticizes this 
view.” Moreover, MacKinnon found that “[f]eminism does not claim that all women 
are affected the same by male power or are similarly situated under it -  just that no 
woman is unaffected by it” (p. 73).
0 Collins (2000, p. 299) defined essentialism as the “belief that individuals or groups have inherent, 
unchanging characteristics rooted in biology or a self-contained culture that explain their status.”
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In conclusion, critical race feminist theory is similar to Black feminist theory 
in that it considers women of color as women with multiple intersecting identities, 
where one does not eclipse another. Specifically, though, critical race feminist theory 
has been used to consider the devalued position of women of color in greater society 
as their status relates to the legal field. Accordingly, battered Black women’s 
experience with the criminal processing system and its agents can be appropriately 
analyzed using a critical race feminist theoretical viewpoint.
FEMINISM VS. WOMANISM
As presented above, Black women intellectuals who advocate racial, gender, 
and class justice tend to be in accordance with each other’s views. However, among 
woman-centered theorists of Black women’s issues, there is some discord, 
particularly in the naming and the focal point of the movement. Cole (1995) reported 
that the term feminism, as used by Black women advocates of gender and race 
equality, only began to be used by these women to describe themselves in the 1970s. 
Women in general are reluctant to co-opt the term because of the negative
connotation of the word (Freedman, 2002) and for fear of being rejected the attention 
and love from men because feminism is often viewed as a man-hating cause (hooks, 
2004a). Cole (1995) affirmed that Black women, specifically, are reluctant to 
appropriate the feminist term to describe themselves, even though they espouse ideas 
of feminism, in part because of distorted images (by media and others) of feminists. 
Also, because feminism has generally been associated with Whites and whiteness, 
Black women have difficulty attaching themselves to the term (Collins, 1996).
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Hudson-Weems (1993) asserted that Black women must remove themselves 
from the ideology of femins,as it was founded with, and still has remnants of, 
racism. According to hooks (2000a), the main principle of feminism is that women 
share the mutual burden of oppression because of gender. Yet she argued that terms 
such as “exploitation and discrimination” would provide a better description of the 
movement, as oppression entails the “absence of choices” (hooks, 2000a, p. 5), with 
which many, but not all, women are confronted. Hooks (2000a) agreed that because 
feminism is associated with gaining the rights of White women, that supporting this 
cause could be supporting racism. Since feminism is viewed as putting gender in the 
center of the fight for social justice (Brown, 1989; Gordon, 1987; Hudson-Weems, 
1993), some argued that Black women do not identify with this idea because of their 
other salient identifying factor: race (see Hudson-Weems, 1993; Walker, 1983).
These advocates of women’s equality opt for the term womanist.
In Alice Walker’s (1983) collection of nonfiction essays, In Search o f Our
Mothers ’ Gardens: Womanist Prose, she essentially paralleled feminism with
womanism. Walker concluded that “womanist is to feminist as purple is to lavender”
(p. xii). Hudson-Weems (1993) distinguished her definition of womanist from
Walker’s (1983) by referring to Black women advocates as Africana womanists.
Hudson-Weems wrote:
The culminating definition [provided by Walker] firmly establishes the author’s 
concept of the affinity between the womanist and the feminist. There is hardly 
any differentiation, only a slight shade of difference in color... Africana women 
and White women come from different segments of society and, thus, feminism as 
an ideology is not equally applicable to both. (pp. 23-24)
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While Hudson-Weems considered that Walker’s use of the terms purple and lavender 
equated to shades of the same color, of which Hudson-Weems argued is not the case 
for Black women and White women, Collins (1996) deemed Walker’s assessment as 
hierarchical. Collins regarded Walker’s use of a color spectrum to relate to Black and 
White women feminists as problematic because it places womanism not only as 
“different” from feminism, but “superior” to it, as well, and that “black women are 
‘womanist’ while white women are merely ‘feminist’” (p. 10, emphasis added).
Hudson-Weems (1993) supported the belief that feminism is a man-hating 
ideology and argued that feminists deem the male as the enemy. She believed the 
“Africana woman,” or woman of African descent, views man as her ally: “The 
Africana womanist... perceives herself as the companion to the Africana man, and 
works diligently toward continuing their established union in the struggle against 
racial oppression” (p. 38). Hooks (2000a) supported this as well, confirming that in 
order for there to be success in the fight against sexism, men must play a greater role 
in the feminist struggle, but reported that Black men are not exempt from sexist 
behavior toward Black women, or women in general, even though Hudson-Weems 
claimed that “Africana men have never had the same institutionalized power to 
oppress Africana women as White men have had to oppress White women” (p. 25). 
Hudson-Weems continued by alleging that “[c jontrary to the White feminists’ need to 
be equal to men as human beings, Black women have always been equal to their male 
counterparts, in spite of some Africana men’s attempts to subjugate them on some 
levels” (p. 46). Hudson-Weems’s argument is contradictory to most Black feminist 
thought and is preposterous in supposing that all Black men treat and have treated
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Black women as “equals.” According to hooks (2000a) and Lewis (1983), Black men 
and White women have the ability to be oppressors as well as being oppressed, but 
Black women are limited to the status of those being oppressed. Hooks (2000a, p. 16) 
argued:
Black men may be victimized by racism, but sexism allows them to act as 
exploiters and oppressors of women. White women may be victimized by sexism, 
but racism enables them to act as exploiters and oppressors of black people... 
Black male sexism has undermined struggles to eradicate racism just as white 
female racism undermines feminist struggle.
Many Black women recognize that there is sexism within the Black 
community but are not ready to recite their views publicly (hooks, 2000a). Even still, 
hooks (2000a) admitted that Black women’s roles in the Black community as 
compared to White women’s roles in the White community are notably different. 
“Without the material input of Black women as participants and leaders, many male- 
dominated institutions in black communities would cease to exist; this is not the case 
in all white communities” (hooks, 2000a, p. 71).
In her article “The Struggle of Negro Women for Sex and Race 
Emancipation” published in 1925, educator and journalist Elise Johnson McDougald 
argued that Black women’s “feminist efforts are directed chiefly toward the 
realization of the equality of the races, the sex struggle assuming a subordinate place” 
(1995[1925], p. 82). This view continues to be held by some Black women. Hudson- 
Weems (1993) placed race and racism foremost over gender and sexism, which she 
considered to be a secondary problem of Black women, arguing that racism is placed 
secondary, if at all, by White feminists. Hudson-Weems (1993) strongly criticized 
hooks’s position (in hooks’s book Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, 1981b)
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that Black women must work to move from their marginal position to the center of 
analysis in feminist theory. Hudson-Weems found hooks’s stance “ludicrous” 
because, historically, Black women were ignored as part of the women’s liberation 
movement. Since Black women were never part of the mainstream movement, 
Hudson-Weems believed they never could be. Hooks (2000a) and other Black 
feminist writers (e.g., Cleaver, 1997; Gordon, 1987; Harris, 1990; Lewis, 1977) have 
indeed claimed that White feminists have considered gender as the only part of a 
woman’s identity, taking no notice of race and class challenges, since they have not 
experienced these obstacles. But hooks (2000a) argued that feminism should include 
the elimination of oppression based on culture in its entirety, which, in turn, would 
mean that race and class oppression would be afforded the same significance as 
sexism. It is this attention to diverse attributes that considers all women; bringing 
them each to the center of analysis. Hooks (2000a) argued that by a Black woman 
feeling the need to identify as either a feminist or a Black person is forcing her to 
separate herself into parts, as opposed to having compatibility within oneself. To 
address this dilemma, Collins (1996, p. 13) suggested: “Using the term ‘black 
feminism’ disrupts the racism inherent in presenting feminism as a for-whites-only 
ideology and political movement. Inserting the adjective ‘black’ challenges the 
assumed whiteness of feminism and disrupts the false universal of this term for both 
white and black women.”
In spite of the debate and issues addressed regarding use of the terms 
and feminist by Black women, recent research has found that these terms are not as 
negative a concept as typically considered. In the first phase of the Center for the
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Advancement of Women’s commissioned survey (Princeton Survey Research 
Associates, 2001) on U.S. women’s views on their position in the United States, the 
question of participants’ identification with and perception of the term was
posed. Younger women were more likely to view as a positive term than
older women, and working women were more likely to view the term positive than 
non-working women. Specifically, regarding women of color, 69% of African 
American women and 69% of Hispanic women, as compared to 61% of White 
women, agreed that feminist is either mostly positive or completely positive. 
Regarding identifying with feminism, the study found that Black and Hispanic 
women were more likely to report that being a feminist is important to who they are 
(Center for the Advancement of Women, 2003).
Naming and the meanings behind labels we give ourselves are important but 
use of the term feminist by Black women is completely appropriate, as is use of the 
term womanist. I believe that for an individual who holds negative images of a 
person identifying as feminist, this person would have these same views once she or 
he learns that womanism is similar to, if not the same as, feminism. The work that is 
being done by Black women’s rights advocates is more important than the name they 
choose to use for their cause. Black feminists have succeeded in doing this. They 
have appropriated the term feminist and molded it to define their lives, principles, and 
causes.
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APPLICATION OF BLACK FEMINIST AND CRITICAL RACE FEMINIST 
THEORIES TO INTIMATE PARTNER ABUSE
Many Black feminists have addressed domestic violence in their works, even 
if only as a portion of their work (see Collins, 2000; Cole & Guy-Sheftall, 2003; 
hooks, 1981a, 1981b, 1989, 2000a, 2004; Richie, 1996, 2000), and though still in its 
youthful stage, critical race feminism has been specifically applied to intimate partner 
violence in the lives of women of color (see Allard, 1991; Ammons, 1995; Coker, 
2003; Crenshaw, 1994; Kupenda, 1998; Rivera, 1997, 2003; Valencia-Weber & Zuni, 
2003). As is evident, the work and ideology of White feminists continues to be 
questioned and criticized by critical race feminists and Black feminists, including 
Collins (2000, p. 269), who concluded, “The existence of Black feminist thought 
suggests another path to the universal truths that might accompany the ‘truthful 
identity of what is.’” Collins also expressed what I attempted to do in my study: “I 
approach Black feminist thought as situated in a context of domination and not as a 
system of ideas divorced from political and economic reality” (p. 269). Using the 
Black feminist and critical race feminist frameworks to explain both intimate partner 
violence and the systemic responses to the occurrence of this form of violence, 
particularly against African American women, allows the connection between 
structural and cultural restraints and woman battering to be made. The social 
structural stressors of not only women in battering relationships are considered, but 
their abusive partners’ burdens are regarded, as well. In addition, viewing the abuse 
through a cultural lens can offer explanations to the violence inflicted in intimate 
relationships on Black women.
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Considering issues of both “multiplicative identity” and domestic violence, 
Richie (2003a, p. 203) argued, “We now have data that supports the existence of 
racial and ethnic differences in rates but a theoretical orientation and public policy 
that can’t accommodate or make sense of this new understanding.” Using Black 
feminist theory and critical race feminist theory as a foundation in considering the 
issues with intimate partner violence against African American women will assist in 
addressing this limitation.
Black feminist and critical race feminist theorists address concerns in the lives 
of Black women that I categorize into four themes: (1) social structural oppression; (2) 
the Black community; (3) intimate and familial relations; and (4) the Black woman as 
an individual. I will address each of these in detail and how looking at these areas 
assisted with formulating the analyses for my study.
Under the theme of social structural oppression, matters of institutional 
racism, sexism, and classism are routinely addressed by Black feminists and critical 
race feminists and incorporated for analysis. Included in the examination is the 
limited access to adequate education and employment as consequences of racism, 
sexism, and classism, As education and employment deficiencies have been found to 
be common among battered women (Rennison & Welchans, 2000), this area of focus 
by Black feminism and critical race feminism will be certain to consider the impact of 
these shortcomings on battered Black women’s lives. Even for Black women who are 
able to attain advanced levels of education and high ranking employment positions, 
they do not often reach these junctures in their careers without being challenged by 
blatant or overt racist, sexist, and classist attitudes, behaviors, and policies (see
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Collins, 1998; Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003). As a result, the sociostructural 
stressors of even middle- or upper-class battered Black women and how they may 
respond to abuse as a result of these factors can be assessed from this standpoint.
Based on socially constructed perceptions of Black women, Black feminists 
and critical race feminists also scrutinize the stereotypical images of Black women 
and how these typically negative perceptions affect how others respond to Black 
women. Poor responses by social services professionals and crime-processing agents 
to Black women’s interpersonal victimization crises can be considered under the 
auspices of this alternative framework. Such a focus allows for an examination of the 
way in which professionals dealing with battered Black women may be relying on 
their stereotypical predispositions of Black women when making decisions about how 
to respond to Black women victims of domestic abuse.
The second theme addressed by Black feminist and critical race feminist 
theories, the Black community, is based on the cultural idiosyncrasies of African 
Americans. The nature of relationships among Blacks is a topic scrupulously 
discussed by Black feminist and critical race feminist theorists. These discussions 
often include the impact of historical experiences of African Americans in the United 
States. Some specific subjects dealt with by Black feminists, though not an 
exhaustive list, include issues of Black women’s and Black men’s roles in the Black 
community, the prevalence of violence and drug addictions within the Black 
community, and the role of the Black church as a staple institution in the Black 
community. Such a concentration allows for each of these features to be considered 
in how they impact Black women’s experiences with domestic violence. For instance,
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if indeed Black women’s role in the Black community is one of an egalitarian and 
independent nature, how are issues of a batterer’s power and control behaviors (i.e., 
typical traits among batterers) displayed in relationships among Black couples? By 
scrutinizing the characteristics of a batterer’s abusive behaviors, a sufficient 
explanation can be formed to demonstrate the method in which these men are still 
able to assert some level of power and control over the women.
The third area customarily concentrated on by Black feminists is intimate and 
familial relationships. The family of origin and generational characteristics of the 
Black family is one of the foci here, including the embeddedness in othermothers11 
and family members outside of the immediate family unit (i.e., extended family). By 
considering family embeddedness as a major focal point among African Americans in 
an analysis of battered Black women’s help-seeking behaviors, a more thorough 
assessment of their dependency on this faction as a resource can be made. This same 
embeddedness can demonstrate how abuse in the family of origin and among other 
close family members can be detrimental to the victims. The other topic discussed 
within this area is intimate relationships of Black women and their roles within these 
relationships, including interracial unions. Lesbian relationships among Black 
women gained more attention within Black feminist theory when lesbian Black 
feminists expressed their dissatisfaction in the lack of attention heterosexual Black 
feminists gave lesbianism and homophobia in the Black community. Consequently, 
Black feminists fastidiously include homosexual relationships in their analyses. 
Though it was hoped that Black women abused by female intimate partners would be
11 “Othermother” refers to a woman in the Black community who shares the responsibility of 
mothering children with biological mothers, and may or may not be related by blood or marriage (see 
Collins, 2000; Troester, 1984).
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part of my participant pool, no such women responded to the call for participants for 
this study, but this is certainly an area that would demand attention under critical race 
feminist and Black feminist analyses.
Lastly, the theme of Black women as individuals is afforded considerable 
examination in the work of Black feminists. Though examined as an individual, the 
life of the Black woman is strongly connected to her location, status, and role in the 
social structure, the Black community, and interpersonal relationships. Within this 
category, issues such as mental health, sexual health, and sexuality are addressed. A 
perspective such as this one allows a personal, yet comprehensive view of battered 
Black women. Battered Black women’s personal strategies for dealing with the abuse 
can be analyzed under this notion.
In conclusion, Collins (2000) discussed at length the place of Black women 
intellectuals in the theory, research, and activism process. She argued that the 
continued development of Black feminist thought is imperative to the social theory 
discipline. This does not preclude those who are not Black women from participating 
in the advancement of Black feminist thought, but places Black women’s intellectual 
and activist work on Black women at the forefront of theoretical hypothesizing and 
investigation. Collins espoused that it is essential for Black women to be the primary 
investigators in determining the realities of Black women, as they have similar lived 
experiences. It is from this stance that I approached the investigation reported in this 
dissertation.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD
INTRODUCTION
Chapter Two detailed the importance of using the alternative concepts of 
Black feminist and critical race feminist theories to guide my study of the 
circumstances and impact of intimate partner abuse in the lives of African American 
women. These theories place Black women as the focal point of consideration, as 
opposed to wedging them into theories developed based on the lives of men or White 
women that may not necessarily represent the experiences of Black women in the 
United States. This chapter will examine the epistemology, methodology, and 
methods employed to study the phenomenon of intimate partner violence against 
Black women. Epistemology refers to the scientific rationalization for attaining 
knowledge and Truth, while methodology is the scientific approach to performing the 
research (Babbie, 2001; Becker, 1996). That is, the former elaborates on why to 
conduct research and the latter explains how to conduct research.
The two main camps of research methods in the social sciences are 
quantitative and qualitative. Sociological quantitative research is purported to be a 
scientific study of the social world that is objective, value-free, and detached, and 
utilizes fixed measurements and hypothesis testing (Babbie, 2001). Qualitative 
research in sociology is purported to be less sterile, where social characteristics are 
not reduced to numbers (Babbie, 2001). To address the debate between which is 
“better,” qualitative method or quantitative method, there has been some debate (see 
Becker, 1996; Bryman, 1984; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The debate of which is the
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better method of study in the social sciences is a continuous examination that seems 
may never have a final consensus; nevertheless, social science research has witnessed 
an increase in the use of a combination of methods and the recognition that the 
research question can drive which method is more appropriate. Becker (1996) has 
grappled with the idea of using quantitative and qualitative methods simultaneously. 
He reported that there is minimal literature on the combined use of the two methods, 
but that the typical application when applying both is to divide the labor where 
“qualitative research generates hypotheses and quantitative research tests them” (p. 
66). Becker appeared to make attempts to remain neutral as opposed to siding with 
the use of one method of research over another. Regarding the epistemological 
foundation of each of the research schemes, he wrote that “[practitioners of 
qualitative and quantitative methods may seem to have different philosophies of 
science, but they really just work in different situations and ask different questions” 
(p. 65).
Within the past three decades, a move to combining methods considered 
qualitative (such as in-depth interviews and participant observation) with methods 
considered quantitative (such as experimental research and use of surveys) has been 
witnessed. This united effort falls under many headings, including mixed- 
methodology or mixed-methods (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998, 2003; Creswell, 2003) 
and triangulation (Mathison, 1988; Bryman, 1984; Denzin, 1970). However, 
triangulation has also been defined as using several forms of investigation within one 
method, such as using both in-depth interviews and content analysis, which are each 
qualitative techniques (Denzin, 1970).
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I chose to use a qualitative research method to investigate and elaborate on the 
phenomenon of intimate partner abuse against Black women because the method 
would provide for a more exploratory and in-depth examination of the subject. The 
use of in-depth interviews adds richness to existing data and to findings obtained 
from pre-written surveys administered to a large number of individuals (Lofland & 
Lofland, 1995). Exhaustive interviews also provide a voice to members of a society 
who are traditionally ignored or “invisible.” “Often, oral history is a way to reach 
groups and individuals who have been ignored, oppressed, and/or forgotten” (Fontana 
& Frey, 1994, p. 368). Finally, given that the research question is largely exploratory 
in nature (due to the limited amount of research on battered Black women) a 
qualitative interview design was the most appropriate approach.
In the present chapter, I describe the approaches used for designing my study 
and the operational definitions of the selected variables. The data gathering process is 
explained, including my relationship with the study participants. I also provide a 
detailed description of the study participants. Finally, I conclude the chapter with the 
methodological limitations of my study.
RESEARCH THEORY 
Qualitative Epistemology and Methodology
Lofland and Lofland (1995, p. 16) established that the tenets of the 
epistemology of qualitative inquiry are “(1) that face-to-face interaction is the fullest 
condition of participating in the mind of another human being, and (2) that you must 
participate in the mind of another human being (in sociological terms, ‘take the role
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of the other’) to acquire social knowledge.” Accordingly, there are various forms of 
qualitative approaches (i.e., the method) to studying social life. These include 
ethnography or participant observation, in-depth and unstructured/semi-structured 
interviewing, grounded theory, case study, and content analysis. The commonalities 
of the various qualitative methods include (1) a focus on the nuances of social 
interaction that quantitative statistical analysis tends to overlook; (2) a focus on 
natural life in close proximity; (3) a holistic and contextual perspective; (4) flexibility 
and fluidity in data collection and analysis; (5) an often lengthy immersion in the field, 
involving close association between researcher and respondent; (6) descriptive and 
interpretive analysis; and (7) inductive, as opposed to deductive, analysis (Bryman, 
1984; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Emerson, 2001; Gubrium & Holstein, 1997; Lofland 
& Lofland, 1995; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Neuman, 1994; Rossman & Rallis,
2003).
In certain instances, ethnography refers to investigators observing social life 
in a participatory or covert manner. However, it has also come to include one-time 
intensive interviewing of participants, where living among informants for months at a 
time is not necessary to conduct ethnographic research, which Rossman and Rallis 
(2003) refer to as “mini-ethnographies” (also see Emerson, 2001). Emerson (2001, 
pp. 30-31) detailed that “ethnographic description seeks to identify the subjective 
meanings people attribute to events rather than the ‘objective’ characteristics of such 
events.” The focus is on interpreting and disseminating the meaning respondents give 
to their situations (Becker, 1996). Becker (1996) wrote that if informants are unable 
to completely understand a concept it is not up to the researcher to interpret the
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responses into quantifiable results, because the researcher runs the risk of 
incorporating her or his own views into the interpretation. Therefore, Becker insisted 
that the researcher should simply listen to the responses provided and accept them. 
Essentially, “[i]f they [the participants] think a conclusion, a finding, or a theory is 
shaky, controversial, or open to question, then we should, too” (Becker, 1996, p. 60).
Qualitative research, particularly participant observation and/or in-depth 
interviewing, has also been considered to be the gathering of “rich” data (Lofland & 
Lofland, 1995) or “thick” data (Geertz, 1973). However, Becker (1996, p. 64) has 
asserted that “breadth” would be a better aim for ethnographers because it involves 
“trying to find out something about every topic the research touches on, even 
tangentially.” Whatever the term applied to the data gathered, the goal is that 
comprehensive interviewing will provide an exhaustive insight into social life that 
may not be nuanced through structured questionnaires administered in an impersonal 
survey research setting.
Using a qualitative framework to gather the data for my project allowed me to 
capture and discover meaning once I was immersed in the data collection process, as 
described by Neuman (1994). This is an inductive approach to data collection and 
analysis, as induction involves the observation of data at the outset; after which 
interpretations are developed (Babbie, 2001). This is in contrast to a deductive logic, 
which involves expectations, or hypotheses, derived from theories (Babbie, 2001). 
Feminist Epistemology and Methodology
Feminist research methods, as specified by Sandra Harding (1986, 1987), 
Shulamit Reinharz (1992), and other proponents of these techniques, support a
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common research paradigm. These methods support the idea that, historically, 
women have been ignored as both research participants and effective researchers 
(Harding, 1987). Keller (1985) argued that science became associated with 
masculinity and domination. Cancian (1992) asserted that the use of traditional, 
positivist research methods promotes inequality for women and other marginalized 
groups. She concluded that the hypotheses and findings of social researchers who are 
mainly White, upper-middle-class men frequently represent the viewpoints of “elite” 
groups of managers, businesses, and government agencies. Therefore, Cancian 
encouraged and supported utilizing a feminist method of research not only to obtain 
and interpret data from a different view, but to empower women and other 
marginalized individuals. As follows, the social world has been viewed by these 
challengers to mainstream traditional social research as being interpreted through a 
“male voice and gaze,” which also equated masculinity with objectivity and 
femininity with subjectivity (Denzin, 1994). Typically, subjectivity in science has 
been, and in many instances still is deemed, as less reliable. Therefore, any “feminine 
traits” of subjectivity in research have historically been avoided. Keller (1985) 
further argued that gender and science are socially constructed, and, as such, change 
through time. Harding (1987) also supported this socially constructed view, agreeing 
that all societies are transitional, and by being bound by one epistemology tends to 
suppress newly emerging ones. Accordingly, it is these social constructions that must 
be examined in relation to their effect on findings in sociological research.
Fundamentally, “[fjeminist research is guided by feminist theory” (Reinharz, 
1992, p. 249), for which the focus is generally on women (i.e., bringing their
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experiences to the forefront with those of men). But some feminist researchers 
maintain that in studying women, the male experience is also enlightened, though 
perhaps from a different perspective. This method seeks to understand how gender is 
related to social inequalities and conflict (Wallace, 1989). Though referred to as 
“feminist research methods,” Reinharz (1992) asserted that feminist research is a 
perspective on an existing method, not a research method in itself.
Feminist research often adheres to those methods used in traditional 
sociological research (Harding, 1987). Harding (1987) conveyed that feminists have 
confronted several epistemological questions based on traditional research views: (1) 
Who can be a scientist?; (2) Can “subjective truths” count as true knowledge?; (3) 
Does objectivity mean “point-of-viewlessness”?; and (4) Must researchers be 
dispassionate and disinterested to do “good” science? Aside from debunking many of 
these questions with answers that support an alternative view, it is the way in which 
traditional methods are performed that differs from the feminist approach. For 
example, in feminist research women participants may be asked about their views on 
their lives as compared to men’s; behaviors may be observed that traditional 
researchers may consider insignificant; and new examples of historical data patterns 
may be recognized and analyzed (Harding, 1987). Often, quantitative methodology 
and having men study women’s lives have worked to systematically prevent the 
discovery of certain types of data (Harding, 1987), though this does not mean men are 
wholly incapable of conducting quality research on women or that quantitative 
analyses are useless. However, to fill the void, feminist research seeks to establish
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the sufficiency of sociological knowledge by framing inquiries that have not been 
posed in traditional methods (Reinharz, 1992).
Feminist research also expects the researcher to identify her or his position in 
the context of the subject matter (Harding, 1987). This enables the researcher to 
identify any personal values that may have an affect on the findings. Harding (1987) 
wrote that many feminist investigators employ the phrase “reflexivity of social 
science” to describe this new relationship between the researcher and the participant.
y
A particular characteristic of feminist research methods includes variations in the 
interviewing process. Feminist investigators do not believe social distance needs to 
be maintained between the participant and the researcher. Feminist researchers often 
prefer semi-structured, or even non-structured, interviewing because it provides a 
medium for gathering more information from interviewees (Reinharz, 1992). In 
addition, participants’ questions are answered, and forming personal relationships 
with participants occurs and is sometimes expected. Documentation of the entire 
interview environment is usually chronicled, including such occurrences as whether 
others were present, how long the interview lasted, and how the investigator 
established rapport with the participants (Reinharz, 1992). As for feminist 
ethnography and other qualitative research settings, Reinharz (1992) suggested that 
the goals of such research involve documenting the lives of women, understanding 
the experiences of women from their points of view, and conceptualizing the 
women’s behaviors as expressions of contemporary social environment.
Another distinctive attribute of feminist research is that which Reinharz (1992) 
identified as a political connection. She reported that the design and purpose of
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feminist research is grounded in political activism. Indeed, Reinharz concluded that 
many feminists believe it is only feminist research if it is associated with social action 
that seeks social change (also see Cook & Fonow, 1986).
Cancian (1992) argued that a drawback in using feminist method as an 
alternative approach in research to the traditional (often quantitative) male-centered 
standard is that though many feminist researchers believe in the feminist approach, 
they avoid using it due to academic pressures to conform to the norm and because of 
continued persuasion to employ the standards of traditional methods.
Aside from bringing forward a gendered standpoint, feminist research method 
also regards the variants of race, class, and other marginalized statuses in society; 
more so, arguably, than traditional research methods. It is for this reason as well as 
the accounts of feminist method discussed above that I chose to use a feminist-based 
research perspective to guide my investigation.
Black Feminist Epistemology
In essence, Patricia Hill Collins’s concept of Black feminist epistemology, as 
presented in her book Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the 
Politics o f Empowerment, Second Edition (2000), supports the qualitative research 
technique of ethnography and expands on the feminist research perspective. Collins’s 
work was helpful to my investigation by providing additional epistemological and 
methodological considerations specific to African American women’s issues. 
Collins’s alternative approach assists in understanding and validating the Truth of 
Black women’s experiences and stories. She has asserted that traditional 
epistemologies are laden with the vested interests of elite White men, resulting in the
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misrepresentation or exclusion of Black women’s experiences as “knowledge.”
Collins suggested that any examination of Black women’s experiences must consider
both gender and race issues:
Because U.S. Black women have access to the experiences that accrue to being 
both Black and female, an alternative epistemology used to rearticulate a Black 
women’s standpoints should reflect the convergence of both sets of experiences. 
Race and gender may be analytically distinct, but in Black women’s everyday 
lives, they work together, (p. 269)
According to Collins, this Black feminist epistemology involves four areas: (1) 
the lived experience of Black women is central to understanding knowledge; (2) 
dialogue is an important factor in evaluating new knowledge claims; (3) individuality, 
emotions, and empathy as components in the “ethics of caring” is useful in validating 
knowledge; and (4) individuals are held accountable for their knowledge claims. 
“[W]hen these four dimensions become politicized and attached to a social justice 
project, they can form a framework for Black feminist thought and practice” (p. 266).
INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE DEFINED
Though various definitions are offered to characterize domestic violence 
(Brewster, 2002), for the purposes of this study, a “broad definition” was used. This 
classification includes “physical assault, threats, emotional abuse, verbal abuse, 
harassment, and humiliation by current or former intimate partners” (Brewster, 2002, 
p. 24). This broad definition was employed because women who have been victims 
of both physical and emotional abuse by their partners are often cited as stating that 
the emotional abuse is more damaging and lasting (Bennett, Goodman, & Dutton, 
2000). Because battering is often accompanied by other forms of abuse, the physical
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abuse was not quantified. That is, a woman who had experienced a single, isolated 
physically abusive event was still eligible for participation in the study, as that single 
event may have been preceded or followed by other forms of maltreatment. As stated 
by African American feminist scholar bell hooks (1989, p. 87), intimate partner abuse 
“is an important area for feminist research precisely because many cases of extreme 
physical abuse begin with an isolated incident of hitting.” Additionally, given that 
the participants’ narrations of their life histories was the procedure for gathering the 
data, there was no set time frame for when the abuse took place.
THE STUDY SITE
For three interrelated reasons, the Denver-metro area was the research site of 
choice for locating participants. Though the African American population in the state 
of Colorado -  3.8% of the state’s approximately 4.3 million citizens -  is not 
representative of the United States’ Black population of 12.3%, approximately 11% 
of the city of Denver’s population of 554,636 is African American (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2002). In addition, Aurora, a mid-size city adjacent to Denver, boasts a 13% 
Black population of its 276,393 residents. As such, the Black population of the 
Denver-metro area was fairly consistent with that of the national Black population. I 
also chose the Denver area for my proximity to the research site and due to my 
limited monetary resources to fund this project. The possibility of going to cities 
where there is a larger African American population, thus having a larger pool of 
participants to choose from, was severely restricted. Lastly, because I am an African 
American woman who was born and reared in a Denver neighborhood with a
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significant Black population, I am reasonably familiar with the community as a whole 
and the Black community in particular, and, as follows, knew how to best access 
potential participants (see Lofland & Lofland, 1995, for a discussion on “starting 
where you are” regarding the choice to study individuals who are part of the 
investigator’s current biography or remote biography and personal history).
SAMPLE RECRUITMENT AND SAMPLE DESCRIPTION
In February 2003, the University of Colorado at Boulder Human Research 
Committee granted me approval12 to conduct interviews with battered Black women 
using the interview items to be discussed later in this chapter (and included in the 
Appendices). Women who identified themselves as African American, who were at 
least 18 years of age at the time of the interviews, and who had been or were at the 
time of the interviews involved in abusive intimate relationships were eligible as 
participants in this study.
Three non-probability sampling designs were utilized to gather the 
participants for this dissertation: purposive sampling, quota sampling, and snowball 
sampling. The goal of utilizing these various recruitment sources was to secure a 
variety of African American women for this study. Each of these methods and their 
ensuing success is discussed in this section.
Purposive Sampling
Purposive sampling is appropriate when looking at a small, select, and 
possibly hidden population; when looking for cases that are especially informative; 
and when looking to identify particular types of cases for in-depth investigation
12 HRC Protocol Number 1212.09.
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(Babbie, 2001). The purpose is less to generalize and more to gain deeper 
understanding. Originally, the procedures that were to be attempted to gather 
participants through purposive sampling included (1) posting and distributing flyers 
advertising the study to individuals and groups in the Denver-metro area who may 
have had interaction with women who fit within the study parameters; and (2) placing 
an advertisement in at least one community newspaper with sizeable African 
American readership. I made the decision to focus my early efforts on the latter, and 
then proceed to conducting outreach to various agencies and organizations.
I anticipated difficulty in enlisting participants for my study due to the 
typically reticent and shameful nature of being a “battered woman” (Crenshaw, 1994; 
Lee, 2002; Roberts & Roberts, 2002). This speculation was supported by those I 
spoke with in academic and Black communities. We predicted that because of the 
reluctance to discuss this form of victimization, coupled with the relatively small 
number of Black women in the Denver-metro area (as compared to cities with larger 
African American populations), that there would have to be concerted and fervent 
tactics exercised to find the proposed sample population of 40 to 50 participants.
During the process of establishing a contract with a community newspaper in 
late April 2003,1 placed a flyer13 on one of the hallway bulletin boards assigned to 
the academic department (Criminal Justice and Criminology) at the college where I 
was employed as an assistant professor. It was from this posting that I received the 
first call from a potential contributor, 41-year-old Paula, who happened to be a 
criminal justice student at the college. After verifying that Paula met the criteria for
13 See Appendix A for flyer/advertisement.
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participation, I made arrangements with her and we had what was my first of 40 
interviews. Only one other participant, 39-year-old Rebecca, contacted me as a result 
of the bulletin board flyer. Rebecca is also a criminal justice student, and happened 
to have taken a course with me during a previous semester.14
As stated previously, I wanted to place an advertisement in a community 
newspaper to “jump-start” data collection for the project. I chose to advertise in the 
monthly Denver-based publication The Urban Spectrum. This newspaper had been 
part of the Denver Black community for 16 years and is a well-known, well- 
circulated publication. The Urban Spectrum reports a readership of 60,000, 
comprised of 69% African American, 21% Latino, 5% Asian American and Native 
American, and 5% White readers. It overwhelmingly publishes articles and 
advertisements concerning African Americans. Approximately 25.2% of the readers 
make $20,000 and under per year, 40.3% earn between $20,000 and $40,000, and 
those making more than $40,000 annually comprise of 34.5% of the readers. The 
Urban Spectrum reports that 42.7% of its readers have at least a college degree. Most 
of the readers are between the ages of 25 and 49, and 58% are female 
(www.urbanspectrum.net).
I planned to publish the solicitation for participants in The Urban Spectrum 
for two months and then determine if I should discontinue the solicitation, continue to 
advertise, or intensify other methods for locating participants. The advertisement -  a 
quarter page ad physically placed midway through the paper, and priced at $376 per 
month -  first ran in the May 2003 issue (the advertisement is Appendix A). I
14 As my name does not appear on the flyer, Rebecca did not know that I was involved with the 
project. She did not appear to have reservations with sharing her personal story with me.
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received the first call as a result of the notice on May 6, 2003. By May 30, 2003, 23 
potential participants responded to The Urban Spectrum solicitation or upon being 
told of it.
The placement of the flyer in The Urban Spectrum proved to be especially
successful. Thirty-nine-year-old Zora15 captured the sentiment of many of the
eventual study participants regarding the placement of the ad:
I was so happy to see an ad regarding African Americans and domestic violence. 
Just seeing the ad and knowing that that’s an issue and hoping that people were 
taking advantage of the resource. To be able to talk about it and to know that 
there are other people that are in the same situation or have been.
By June 30, 2003 -  the end of the second month of advertising - 1 received a 
total of 44 calls, 12 of which were based on snowballing from women who were told 
of the study by an acquaintance who saw and responded to the ad and had 
participated in the study herself. I completed 32 interviews by the end of June 2003. 
In mid-June, I determined that I no longer needed to advertise in the paper and 
requested that the notice be discontinued. For reasons unknown to me, the 
advertisement continued to be published in The Urban Spectrum through November 
2003, or seven months total. I was not charged advertising fees beyond the initial two 
months. As grateful as I was for the benevolence extended to me by the publication, 
the volume of calls I received because of the ad running for several months were 
unmanageable. From the start of the advertisement through December 1, 2003,1
15 To protect the privacy of the participants, each participant and the individuals mentioned by 
participants were assigned pseudonyms.
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received a total of 93 known inquiries.16 This number far exceeded the initial 
assumptions made about securing an adequate number of eligible participants.
The other proposed method of purposive sampling was to involve distributing 
flyers to workers in law enforcement agencies, district attorneys’ offices, battered 
women’s shelters, and other social services organizations. Contact was going to be 
made directly with agency personnel, as opposed to sending mass mailings, to 
improve participation rates. I also planned to post and distribute flyers in community 
centers and among community groups frequented by a high proportion of African 
American individuals. However, because of the volume of inquiries resulting from 
The Urban Spectrum advertisement, and the time and monetary restraints for 
conducting more interviews, the additional purposive sample selection tactic was not 
executed.
Quota Sampling
The second sample selection method proposed and used was quota sampling. 
Quota sampling involves samples that yield the same proportion as the general 
population proportion on easily identified variables (Babbie, 2001). Much of the 
research in the area of African Americans and domestic violence has been conducted 
on participants in the lower socioeconomic status, so quota sampling was included in 
the research proposal in order to gain better representation among the participants 
with regard to socioeconomic status and educational levels. I also wanted to use 
quota sampling to recruit women of various ages. It was a main strategy of this study
16 There is the possibility that others called the number listed on the solicitation but did not leave a 
message if they were not able to reach me directly. The 93 known inquiries do not include the two 
students who learned of the research project from the bulletin board flyer, or one woman who called in 
mid-January 2004.
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that a cross-section of battered Black women would be interviewed to more 
thoroughly consider the effects of culture and social structure on intimate partner 
violence against African American women across class, age, and education levels.
As the study progressed, minimal use of the quota sampling procedure was 
employed. Women of various educational attainment and socioeconomic statuses 
responded to the advertisement, so little effort was needed to acquire diversity in this
17area. Quota sampling did not prove particularly effective, however, in recruiting 
participants of varying ages. The method for enlisting a variety of interviewees based 
on age is discussed later in the section addressing snowball sampling.
When the women called (or were called back after they left messages stating 
their interest in participating in the study), they were told (1) that the purpose of the 
study was to learn more about Black women’s experiences with domestic abuse; (2) 
that the interview would be conducted in one sitting, lasting from one to three hours; 
(3) that they determined where the interview would take place (with suggestions from 
me); and (4) that $50 in cash18 would be paid upon the completion of the interview, 
Typically, an interview was arranged once this exchange occurred, and only once did 
a potential participant decide not to participate in the study upon my returning her call. 
(I later learned from a participant who recommended the woman who declined, that 
the potential participant was no longer interested in being a participant because she 
returned to her batterer.) There were five women who did not return the messages I
17 A short demographic questionnaire was used to assist with keeping track of basic participant 
characteristics. See Appendix B.
18 This study was unfunded, so all compensation (as well as advertisement and transcription fees) came 
from my personal funds.
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left for them. Seven participants were “no-shows” to the interview site. With a few 
of these women I was able to reschedule, only for them to not show again.
Nationality. As the basis of this study involved an examination of Black 
culture, it was important that the participants identified themselves as African 
American as opposed to me making that determination. All of the participants were 
Black, and considered themselves African American at the time of the interview, but 
there were a couple variants in nationality. One participant, 42-year-old Laura, was 
born on an island in the West Indies and raised there until she moved with her mother 
to New York at the age of 10. Another participant, 37-year-old Naomi, was born to a 
military African American father and a Central American mother of African descent 
in her mother’s country of origin. Because of her father’s military status and post on 
a U.S. military base in Central America, Naomi was considered a U.S. citizen, but she 
identified with both nationalities. Naomi began living in the United States when she 
was nine years old. Though several of the remainder of the women described 
multiracial and multinational ancestry, all of them identified that both birth parents 
were considered African American, and, aside from Laura and Naomi, the remainder 
of the participants was born and raised in the United States. Though all the women 
lived in Colorado19 at the time of the interviews, many of them had previously resided 
in a variety of other states and countries.
Socioeconomic Class. I considered various measures to determine how to 
gauge socioeconomic status among the participants. In many reports, the government 
and others usually measure class by income alone (Marable, 2000; Oliver & Shapiro,
19 The majority of the participants (39) lived in the Denver-metro area (includes the city of Denver and 
immediately surrounding towns). Only one respondent lived outside the Denver-metro area; residing 
in Colorado Springs, a mid-sized city approximately 60 miles south of Denver.
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1999). Based on the U.S. Census Bureau’s findings, the overall median income in the 
United States during 2002 was $42,409 (DeNavas-Walt, Cleveland, & Webster,
2003). When separated out from these figures, Blacks’ median income was $29,177. 
DeNavas-Walt, Cleveland, and Webster (2003) admittedly stated that income data in 
Census Bureau reports does not include other measures of economic comfort such as 
the effect of taxes, partial payment of health insurance provided by an employer, or 
receiving school lunches or housing assistance. Oliver and Shapiro (1999) argued 
that wealth should be measured when determining class level as opposed to income. 
“Income refers to a flow of money over time, like a rate per hour, week, or year; 
wealth is a stock of assets owned at a particular time. Wealth is what people own, 
while income is what people receive for work, retirement, or social welfare” (p. 2). 
Accordingly, many other pecuniary factors aside from work income must be taken 
into account when categorizing individuals by economic class.
The socioeconomic status measurement I chose is that which is supported by 
Robert L. Harris, Jr. (1999) in his article “The Rise of the Black Middle Class.”
Along with income, I took into account home ownership, education, occupation, and 
work stability as factors for determining participants’ socioeconomic statuses at the 
time of the interviews, during their abusive relationships, and in their households of 
origin. In determining the socioeconomic class levels of the participants during their 
youth and in adulthood, I would often inquire directly about class level, But I 
overwhelmingly relied on my interpretation of the information they provided 
throughout the interviews, such as stability of employment and if basic needs were
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met. I developed operational definitions for three different classes among the 
participants.
I defined the poor or low-income household as one where the residents were 
not regularly working and received public assistance as a major means for survival. 
The working-class is the next class up in the socioeconomic hierarchy. The working- 
class individuals maintained regular employment, but in typically unskilled or lower 
skills professions, or professions that did not draw adequate incomes. These 
individuals may often be confronted with challenges of paying bills and affording 
necessities or material goods. I classified military status as working-class,
particularly since the participants’ fathers and husbands20 were “enlisted personnel”
21and not “officers.”- My definition of middle-class provides that members of this 
class be working in professional, highly-skilled, or college-level occupations. Their 
jobs often provided a stable environment and included benefits such as health 
insurance and retirement plans. I also considered home ownership as an additional 
salient factor to classify the middle-class participants.
Table 3.1 demonstrates the demographic characteristics of the sample for 
socioeconomic status, education level, age, and religious affiliation. Based on my 
classification of socioeconomic status during upbringing, 15 (37.5%) of the 
participants were raised in poor households. Twelve (30.0%) of the participants were 
raised in working class environments, including the four participants whose fathers 
were in the military and lived on U.S. military bases during their childhoods.
20 None of the participants were enlisted in the military during the abusive relationships or at the time 
of the interviews.
21 Commissioned military officers typically hold college degrees and have higher salaries than enlisted 
personnel.
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Participants reared in middle-class household of origin settings comprised 32.5%
(n= 13) of the sample. This includes 54-year-old Michelle, who communicated that 
she was raised in an upper middle-class home, where college-educated and 
“debutante” family members were in abundance. The distribution among the three 
socioeconomic groups at the time of the interviews demonstrates a dropping off in 
hierarchy for a number of participants. The middle-class decreased to 15% of the 
sample (n=6), while the working class increased to 47.5% (n=19). Fifteen of the 
women at the time of the interview met the criteria for the low-income category; the 
same as the childhood representation.
About half of the 40 women in the sample (n=21, 52.5%), were employed at 
the time of the interviews. (One unemployed participant, 18-year-old Keisha, had 
only recently graduated from high school at the time of the interview in June 2003 
and planned to attend college that fall; therefore, she was still considered a dependent 
of her mother.) Seven of the 19 participants who were unemployed (36.8%) were in 
the category due to a documented physical disability. Three of these women 
attributed their disability to the enduring effects caused by the violence perpetrated by 
their former batterers.
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Table 3.1. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample: Age, Education, 
Socioeconomic, and Religious Statuses.
Household During At Time of
ofOngin  Abuse___
n % n % n %
Age
18-19 1 2.5
20-29 5 12.5
30-39 11 27.5
40-49 16 40.0
50-59 7 17.5
Level o f Education
Middle school 1 2.5
Some high school 7 17.5
High school/GED 9 22.5
Some college 14 35.0
Associate’s degree 5 12.5
Bachelor’s degree 3 7.5
Master’s degree 1 2.5
Socioeconomic Status
Low-income 15 37.5 10 25.0 15 37.5
Working-class 12 30.0 25 62.5 19 47.5
Middle-class 13 32.5 5 12.5 6 15.0
Religious Affiliation
Christian 36 90.0 23 57.5
Baptist 18 45.0 9 22.5
Catholic 1 2.5 2 5.0
Jehovah’s Witness 1 2.5 0 0.0
Methodist 1 2.5 0 0.0
Mormon 1 2.5 1 2.5
Multiple Christian 3 7.5 0 0.0
Pentecostal 3 7.5 1 2.5
Protestant 2 5.0 1 2.5
Seventh Day 2 5.0 1 2.5
Adventist
Non-denomination 4 10.0 8 20.0
Christian
Islamic 1 2.5 5 12.5
None 3 7.5 12 30.0
6 8
Education. The sample was well dispersed with varying levels of education. 
Eight women (20%) did not graduate from high school and discontinued their studies 
between eighth and 12th grade. Nine participants (22.5%) reported that they received 
a high school or general education development (GED) diploma. Another 14 (35%) 
who finished high school or its equivalent proceeded on to complete some college 
courses, but did not have a college degree or had not yet earned a college degree at 
the time of the interviews. The remaining nine women (22.5%) of the sample had 
earned college degrees: five had an associate’s degree, three had a bachelor’s degree, 
and one had earned a master’s degree. Eight of the nine women with college degrees 
were classified as working- or middle-class at the time of the interview and all of the 
women who were classified as middle-class at the time of the interview had 
completed at least a high school education.
Snowball Sampling
Age. The sample was limited to adult women, those 18 years old and older, to 
avoid concerns of ensuring additional protections regarding minor status.
Interviewing participants under the age of 18 would have required the acquisition of 
parental permission. The purpose was not to devalue intimate partner violence 
against girls, but to assess battered women considered adults, who likely have better 
coping strategies than minors. Of course, the participants were free to, as well as 
encouraged to, speak of intimate partner abuse that occurred when they were minors. 
The age distribution of the early respondents was not as diverse as the education and 
socioeconomic class variables. Six of the first 22 interviews (27%) -  completed by 
June 17, 2003 -  were with women who were 39 years of age and younger. In order to
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supply the sample with more women under 40, some screening based on the age of 
potential participants and the third sampling design (snowball sampling) were 
performed. Snowball sampling allowed the study participants to recommend 
additional participants to interview with me (Babbie, 2001). If I learned during an 
interview that a participant was acquainted with a younger battered Black woman, at 
the completion of the interview I would strongly encourage the participant to tell her 
acquaintance of my project and my need for more participants. This method of 
sampling reached those women who otherwise may not have been reached through 
the other sample selection methods. Nine participants were located through this 
method, four of whom were under the age of 39 and whose interviews were 
completed after June 17, 2003. Three of the snowball sampling participants under 39 
years of age -  Keisha, 18; Ebony, 22; and Aaliyah, 32 -  are daughters of women I 
had previously interviewed for this study. The fourth, 27-year-old Nicole, was the 
next-door neighbor and friend of 47-year-old Vanessa. By the conclusion of the 40 
interviews, 17 participants (42.5%) were under the age of 39, leaving 23 (57.5%) 
between the ages of 40 and 60.
Religious Affiliation
An additional basic demographic variable documented among the participants 
was religious affiliation, during both childhood and at the time of the interview. As 
expected based on earlier research regarding religious affiliation and African 
Americans, the majority of the women were affiliated with a Christian denomination 
(Taylor & Chatters, 1991). Also consistent with previous findings, Baptist was the 
highest represented Christian denomination (Taylor & Chatters, 1991). During youth,
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90% (n=36) of the sample were of the Christian faith, with half of the Christian 
women practicing as Baptists (i.e., 45% of the entire sample). There was a significant 
flight from Christian affiliation between childhood and adulthood. Twenty-three of 
the participants (57.5%) were practicing Christianity at the time of the interviews, 
compared to the 90% in childhood.
Another noteworthy shift in religious affiliation was with the participants who 
identified as Muslim. Five women identified as Muslim at the time of the interview, 
including Aaliyah, who was raised Muslim during her youth. As mentioned earlier, 
Aaliyah was referred to the study by her mother, 50-year-old Queen. Queen 
converted to Islam in adulthood and raised Aaliyah in the same faith. Notably, 
despite the Nation of Islam faction of the Muslim faith in the United States, which 
was founded by African Americans and supports African Americans and their causes, 
none of the women were associated with the Nation of Islam. In fact, most African 
American Muslim women in the United States belong to traditional Muslim groups 
(Wyche, 2004). Four of the participants practiced in traditional mosques and the fifth 
practiced in the small and fairly new sect of the Nation of Moorish-American, which 
has similar teachings as the Nation of Islam, with a focus on African Americans.
There was also a change from youth to adulthood in those women who did not 
practice a religion. Only three participants (7.5%) indicated that they were not 
affiliated with any religion or house of worship during their youth. This number 
quadrupled by adulthood: there were 12 participants (30%) in this grouping at the 
time of the interview.
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Victim-Offender Relationship
It was anticipated that the participants’ perpetrators would predominately be 
male (Rennison & Welchans, 2000), but I decided before data collection that I would 
include any women who responded to my solicitation, whether their current or former 
batterer was male or female. (Moreover, the advertisement did not identify that the 
abuser needed to be male). However, all of the participants’ reported their abusive 
partners were male, and no women identified as bisexual or lesbian, or reported abuse 
by a current or former intimate female partner. In sum, none of the sample reported 
any female partners, abusive or otherwise. However, 43-year-old Tammy reported 
being stabbed several times while in a fight with a woman who was romantically 
interested in her. Tammy only learned of the woman’s interest immediately prior to 
the physical altercation and their friendship was discontinued after the stabbing.22
Though the existing literature on Blacks and family violence usually focuses 
on abuse in African American couples, intimate interracial relationships were also 
considered for the current study. Including non-Black perpetrators allowed for a 
comparative analysis to assist in determining the effect of Black culture on intimate 
partner abuse. Four participants (10%) were abused by at least one non-Black 
batterer. Of the four men Naomi was abused by, two were Latino and one was White. 
Both of Keisha’s abusers were non-Black: one White and one Latino. Lastly, 
Rebecca’s and 43-year-old Grace’s second (and last) batterers were White. 
Additionally, 24-year-old Phoebe’s abuser was biracial: Pacific Islander and Black; as
Previous research, although limited, has addressed women battered by intimate female partners (e.g., 
Bernhard, 2000; Giorgio, 2002; Lobel, 1986; Renzetti, 1992; Renzetti & Miley, 1996). The 
implications for Black women who identify as both lesbian and battered clearly require future research 
(Robinson, 2003).
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was 26-year-old Erica’s first of two batterers, who was White and African American, 
and 51-year-old Wendy’s first of two batterers, who was Latino and African 
American. All but one of the remaining batterers were identified by the participants 
as African American; Laura’s batterer was a Black African.
Table 3.2 displays the number of abusive relationships the participants were in 
and their current relationship status. The number of abusive intimate relationships 
reported by the participants ranged from one to five. Two abusive relationships was 
the most common number of abusive relationships, which was reported by 17 (42.5%) 
of the women. One quarter (10%) of the participants reported one abusive 
relationship, almost one quarter (n=9) of the women reported three abusive 
relationships, three women (7.5%) reported four abusive relationships, and one 
woman (2.5%) reported five abusive intimate partners.
Table 3.2. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample: Relationship Status at Time 
of Interviews.
n %
Relationship Status 
Single
Intimate partner
Living with intimate partner
Married
23 57.5
5 12.5
1 2.5
11 27.5
Number o f Abusive Intimate Relationships
One
Two
Three
Lour
Live
10 25.0
17 42.5
9 22.5
3 7.5
1 2.5
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Eleven women in the sample (27.5%) were living with a male intimate partner 
at the time of the interviews, 10 of which were legally married.23 Not included in this 
count is 51-year-old Shani, whose husband was incarcerated in a state prison at the 
time of her interview. Though Shani had known her husband personally prior to his 
imprisonment, she never lived with her husband and married him after he was 
incarcerated. Twenty-three (57.5%) of the women were not in an intimate 
relationship at the time of the interviews. None of the women in relationships 
reported that they were being physically abused at the time of the interviews, but 
three participants did report emotional abuse by their intimate partners at the time of 
the interviews.
Parental Status
Ninety percent of the sample (n=36) had children . Most of these women had 
between two and four children. Table 3.3 provides information on the number of 
children among the sample. All but one of the women with children were the birth 
mothers of their children. Laura and her former abusive husband adopted her 
husband’s two nephews, who are now adult age. Only one participant, 44-year-old 
Toni, who is the birth mother of two adult children, reported caring for and living 
with dependant-aged stepchildren at the time of the interview. Wendy was the only 
participant to care for minor children who were blood-related but not born by the 
participants. She had full custody of three of her grandchildren.
23 Colorado is one of the few states with a common law marriage statute. For the parties to be 
considered married under common law they must agree they are married, reside together, and present 
themselves as wife and husband. These marriages can only be dissolved through legal divorce or 
death. Nine of the women were married through the more typical means, by obtaining a marriage 
license and having a ceremony. Of the three participants living with what others may consider a 
“boyfriend,” two of these women identified that they are “common-law.”
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Slightly over half (n=21) of the women had anywhere between one and four 
children aged 17 and under at the time of the interviews. Four of the participants 
(11% of those with children; 19% of those with minor children) had at least one of 
their minor children living away from them. Thirty-nine-year-old Angie’s only child 
resided with Angie’s mother, but in the same city, and one of 36-year-old Gloria’s 
two minor children lived with the child’s biological father in another state. Naomi’s 
two dependent children (she also had two adult children), 35-year-old Cassandra’s 
eldest of her four minor children, and one of Zora’s three dependent children (of four 
total) lived with their respective fathers, who were also these women’s first batterers. 
Also, Grace’s minor child (of two children total) resided with the child’s father’s 
current wife. The father was Grace’s first abusive husband, who had recently lost 
custody of the child, temporarily, because of his brutal rape of Grace only a few 
months prior to my interview with her. Except for Angie, each of these participants 
was in legal disputes to regain custody of these children. Sadly, two interviewees lost 
a child to neighborhood gun violence. Wendy and 51-year-old Bev each suffered 
from the shooting deaths of an adult child.
Table 3.3. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample: Number of Children at Time 
of Interviews.
n %
Number o f Children
None
One
Two
Three
Four
Five
4 10.0
7 17.5
10 25.0
8 20.0
9 22.5
2 5.0
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DATA COLLECTION
The sole source of data collection for this study was the semi-structured, 
open-ended, in-depth interviews. For the purposes of this study, the data were 
gathered using a cross-sectional approach, rather than longitudinal design. The cross- 
sectional method provides a one-time measurement, within a narrow span of time, 
and is more exploratory and descriptive (Babbie, 2001). Because of the type of data 
that were gathered during my research (i.e., life histories), a cross-sectional design 
provided sufficient analysis of the phenomenon.
The Interview Schedule
Following Richie’s (1996, p. 24) method of interviewing victims of domestic 
violence, at the outset I asked “each woman to describe her family background and 
home environment, [and] the history, nature, and extent of violence in her intimate 
relationship(s).” An interview schedule24 was developed to guide the interviews and 
assure consistency in data gathering, but still allowing for rich data to emerge 
(Lofland & Lofland, 1995). Richie assisted her participants with telling their stories 
by reflecting on and interpreting each participant’s experiences, and was “interested 
in each woman’s own version of her experiences” (p. 24). This method of data 
collection, as opposed to a quantitative procedure, such as administering survey 
questionnaires, is also supported by other feminist researchers (Collins, 2000; 
Reinharz, 1992), who contend that the traditional form of interviewing (e.g., 
structured question and answer series) is paternalistic and hierarchical.
Questions specific to my research goal were also administered during the 
interviews. For instance, 1 posed exhaustive queries regarding the women’s religious
‘4 See Appendix D for the Interview Schedule.
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beliefs, experiences, and practices, as religion has been deemed one of the central 
institutions for Black individuals and within Black communities (Brashears &
Roberts, 1996; Brice-Baker, 1994; Du Bois, 1903; Ellison, 1997; Eugene, 1995; 
hooks, 2003; Jackson, 1991; Oliver, 2000). I also wanted to hear their views on the 
effectiveness of the crime-processing system in general and specific to the system’s 
dealings with domestic violence issues. Another question specific to my research 
involved learning of the participants’ views on why they believed their batterers were 
abusive.
The Interviews
Due to the highly sensitive subject matter of this study, the participants were 
assured of their anonymity verbally and in writing using an informed consent form ' 
approved by the Human Research Committee of the University of Colorado at 
Boulder. A consent form was signed by each study participant. As provided on the 
consent form, the informants were told they could discontinue the interview at any 
time. Each woman completed the entire interview, though one interview was 
conducted during two sessions on consecutive days.
Each of the interviews was audio-recorded. I chose this method for recording 
the interviews as opposed to taking copious notes, because it allowed me to be more 
attendant to the participant and not focused on making sure I was capturing the entire 
wording of the dialogue (Lofland & Lofland, 1995; Weiss, 1994). Weiss (1994, p. 54) 
argued that by using note taking instead of audio-recording for later transcription 
“[t]he vividness of speech disappears. Content is likely to be lost as well.” Though
25 See Appendix C for the Informed Consent Form.
77
optional, no participant refused to have her interview recorded. Regarding the 
interview site, the interviews were conducted in Denver-area public libraries, at my 
campus office in downtown Denver, or at the participants’ homes. In terms of time, 
the interviews were scheduled during times agreed upon by the participants and me. I 
sought to have the interviews conducted where there was minimal interruption. This 
was not a concern for the interviews conducted in the libraries or at my office, but 
some of the interviews carried out in the women’s homes involved some, but not 
major interruption by children or others.
Due to the nature of the data collected, no time limits were set for the 
interviews, but based on similar research (e.g., Richie, 1996), it was expected that 
each interview would last between two and three hours. More than half of the 
interviews (n=22) lasted between one and two hours. The average time of the 
interviews was one hour and 45 minutes. The shortest interview was 45 minutes, 
while the longest interview lasted four hours and 20 minutes. The longer interviews 
did not necessarily result in more substantive data; these women were simply more 
verbose than the others.
The completed audio-taped interviews were transcribed verbatim by a 
professional transcriptionist. The participants’ contact and identifying information 
were maintained in a separate log for the purposes of conducting any follow-up 
interviews for clarification on subject matter (however, no follow-up was needed). 
Any identifying information relayed during the taped interviews was entered into the 
transcriptions, but has been substituted with fictitious names and places throughout 
this dissertation. All identifying information of the participants, signed informed
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consent forms, audio recordings, and written notes will remain in a locked file cabinet 
to protect the participants’ identities and privacy.
At the conclusion of each interview, the participants were provided with their 
$50 compensation fee (in cash), a thank you note, and my business card with my 
contact information. None of the women refused the money. While not directly 
asked what they planned to do with the money upon receiving it, some women 
reported how they planned to spend it. One woman needed the money to keep her 
electricity from being turned off while another woman reported she would use it to 
buy herself a new outfit. A few of the participants contacted me after the conclusion 
of their interviews, mainly to determine the progress of the study and to once more 
express their interest in acquiring articles I would write based on the research,
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE INTERVIEWER S RACE AND GENDER
Early on in the data collection process, I began to consider the relational 
aspects between the interviewees and myself as the interviewer. One of the first 
issues of contemplation was comments made by a couple of the participants upon 
meeting them at the designated interview site. In these cases, prior to the start of the 
interview and during the signing of the informed consent form, the participants stated 
their appreciation for me being a Black woman. They admitted to assuming I was a 
White woman because, in part, the research advertisement listed the University of 
Colorado at Boulder as the affiliation; a predominantly White university in a 
predominantly White town. One participant stated, “I thought you were some White 
person from Boulder trying to study us.” It was statements like this that led me to
79
believe the women likely felt less inhibited about disclosing their stories to me; 
particularly those reports that involved their perceptions of White people and the 
criminal processing system. Even though I had not experienced intimate partner 
violence as they had, the participants seemed to assume that as a Black woman I 
could understand their views of the world around them. This is supported by Collins 
(2000, p. 19), where she argued that “Black women intellectuals best contribute to a 
Black women’s group standpoint by using their experiences as situated knowers” 
(also see Baca Zinn, 1979). Accordingly, “[i]n terms of Black women’s relationships 
with one another, African-American women may find it easier than others to 
recognize connectedness as a primary way of knowing, simply because we have more 
opportunities to do so and must rely upon it more heavily than others” (Collins, 2000,
p. 260).
DATA ANALYSIS
Employing a qualitative method of inquiry allowed for me to collect “rich 
data” (Lofland & Lofland, 1995), which provided “thick descriptions” (Geertz, 1973) 
and a “breadth” (Becker, 1996) of information about battered Black women’s 
experiences with abuse and their lives in general. The analysis of the data was 
descriptive as well as conceptual. The descriptive analysis involved “explicit 
interpretation of the meanings and functions of human actions, the product of which 
mainly takes the form of verbal descriptions and explanations, with quantification and 
statistical analysis playing a subordinate role at most” (Atkinson & Hammersley, 
1994, p. 248). An ethnographic approach for collecting data allowed for refocusing
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of the study by directing attention to certain themes that emerged during the 
collection process (Emerson, 2001). In certain situations, the data was enumerated, 
though this is not necessary for conducting qualitative analyses.
The responses of informants were methodically reviewed to locate trends in 
issues surrounding intimate partner violence against African American women. To 
achieve this, categorization of the data into trends occurred throughout data collection, 
but also at the completion of the data collection process (Lofland & Lofland, 1995). 
That is, it was an iterative process as opposed to being linear in nature (Huberman & 
Miles, 1994). During the first approximately five interviews, I honed in on certain 
themes that arose as I gathered the data. Lor instance, I did not think of the 
importance of skin tone of the women I interviewed when designing my study, but 
the issues of the hierarchical system and social ramifications of skin color among 
African Americans emerged as a theme during the early interviews. In another 
instance, the original interview schedule did not include a question concerning 
participants’ perceptions of battered women of other races and ethnicities. It was 
during the first interview that this was introduced by Paula. Subsequently, I was sure 
to investigate this topic with the remaining interviewees, which resulted in a major 
theme in this dissertation.
General coding was performed during a first pass of recently collected data to 
search for patterns in the data (see Lofland & Lofland, 1995, for review of coding in 
qualitative analysis). I was able to identify approximately 40 various codes, related to 
the women’s comments on matters such as fighting and learning to fight; racial 
prejudice; financial control in their households; and the availability of Black men for
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intimate relationships. I made a second full pass of the data when I began to analyze 
the narratives via the writing process (Denzin, 1994; Lofland & Lofland, 1995). 
Based on the initial categorization, I was able to compartmentalize the areas that 
arose from the initial interviews and focus on in the remainder of the interviews. 
These categories included the following:
■ Racial identity
■ Gender identity
■ Exposure to violence
■ Personal assessments of the causes of their batterers’ abusive behavior
■ Experiences with and effects of the abuse
■ Degree of retaliation toward abusers
■ Support or non-support of family and friends
■ Supportive or non-supportive religious settings
■ Use of physically and mentally therapeutic services
■ Use and perceptions of the criminal processing system as a whole and its 
individual components (law enforcement, court intervention, corrections), 
including its dealings with domestic violence
■ Perceptions of White women, and specifically of battered White women
■ Strength of Black women
Lastly, when the most recent interviews began to add nothing to what I 
already learned, I recognized that I reached saturation. During the conclusion of the 
writing/analytical process I identified the central category and related it to all other 
categories:
Social structural practices and constraints and cultural aspects specific to African 
Americans affect the manner in which Black women experience and respond to 
intimate partner abuse.
LIMITATIONS IN THE METHOD
Certain problems of reliability, validity, and generalizability are often raised 
when discussing the limitations of qualitative research methods. Reliability in 
research is the concept that the same outcome would result any time the research is
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replicated (Babbie, 2001). Reliability may not be as achievable in qualitative 
research designs as compared to survey and experimental research due to the in-depth 
nature of the interviews, which tend to be especially personal. The duplication of 
previously conducted research is inherent in the natural sciences, but rarely achieved 
in the social sciences, especially for qualitative research (Johnson, 1990). Johnson 
asserted that ethnographic studies are not conducive to replication for several reasons. 
To start, carrying out field research can be an exceptionally prolonged process. 
Secondly, the “possessiveness of the fieldwork setting” is typified by ethnographers 
who exhibit territorializing behavior for the villages and neighborhoods where they 
conducted their research (p. 17). Next, ethnographers have a significant “personal 
investment in their ethnographic research,” which leads to the protection of any 
“trade secrets” found and utilized during the course of the investigation, and that they 
don’t often freely give explicit information regarding their research for fear of being 
exposed and “for the possibility of being accused of having used incorrect logic or 
just simply being wrong” (p. 18). The fourth concern is because replication of 
research is not paid much attention in social research, this is reason enough to not 
replicate studies. Lastly, the exchange of “war stories” generated by ethnographic 
fieldwork prevents the desire to replicate previous research; the excitement, as well as 
the uniqueness of ethnography would dwindle because replication could make 
ethnography “dull and predictable, more like survey or experimental research” (p. 18). 
Some qualitative research proponents assert that ethnographic studies should not be 
held to the same replication standards as statistics-oriented or quantified studies 
(Emerson, 2001; Stewart, 1998). Stewart (1998, p. 15) concluded that “[stability or
83
consistency would be both a misguided and an impossible objective for ethnography.” 
He offered that the better test is to pose different questions. “The pivotal question 
is...How well does this study transcend the perspectives of the researcher? A 
corollary question is, How well does this study transcend the perspectives of 
informants?” (Stewart, 1998, p. 16, emphasis in original text).
Internal validity in research “refers to the extent to which an empirical 
measure adequately reflects the real meaning of the concept under construction” 
(Babbie, 2001, p. 132, emphasis in original text). Babbie (2001) insisted that field 
research produces more valid measures than other methods because of the detailed 
illustration that is an obligatory part of qualitative method. It is in these in-depth 
descriptions where concepts and meanings can be discovered. Even still, the internal 
validity of in-depth interviews is challenged because of issues surrounding 
recollection of individuals’ life histories and self-reports. Stewart (1998) provided an 
alternative method to validity when conducting ethnographic research by using the 
term “veracity.” “The pivotal question raised by veracity is, How well, with what 
verisimilitude, does this study succeed in its (p. 15, emphasis in original
text). I argue that because my analysis was deeply situated in the stories of the 
women and because I did not try to conceal what is typically referred to as the “dirty 
laundry” of the Black community, that I have met Stewart’s test of veracity.
External validity, or the ability to generalize the results of a study to the 
general population, is typically more limited in qualitative studies due to the sampling 
plans and sample size (Babbie, 2001). Furthermore, the self-selection method by the 
women in my study may limit it being generalized to all battered Black women. For
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instance, since all of the participants had succeeded in leaving at least one abusive 
relationship, there is the possibility that these women present a stronger front than 
those battered Black women who have not been able to terminate such relationships.
In addition, because most of the respondents took it upon themselves to reply to the 
advertisement for participants, they may be more active in their recovery from 
intimate abuse than battered Black women who are not ready to realize and confront 
the significance of their victimization. Even still, Emerson (2001) has proposed that 
“transferability” should be the preferred measure regarding qualitative research, as 
opposed to establishing the general representation of the group studied. Furthermore, 
Stewart (2001, p. 16) proposed that a question to ask that is geared for ethnographic 
research is “Does this research generate insights that are also applicable to other times, 
other places, in the human experience?” In Chapters Eleven and Twelve I affirm this 
question when, using Black feminist and critical race feminist theories as a 
foundation, I demonstrate that many of battered Black women’s experiences are 
similar to those of Black women who have not been battered.
Regarding feminist research methods, critics would have many arguments 
against this still developing approach and its challenge to traditional methods. One 
such argument might be that the investigator cannot be “objective” if she or he strives 
to form a relationship with her or his participants, and evaluates her or himself in the 
research process. Regarding Black women researchers and participants specifically, 
Collins (2000, p. 255) argued, “Black women [may] not [be] seen as credible 
witnesses for our own experiences. In this climate, Black women academics who 
choose to believe other Black women can become suspect.” However, it is important
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that studies of marginalized groups be conducted by members of the same groups. 
More specifically, there are advantages group-membership brings to a study of 
individuals in that group. Additionally, it is preposterous to assume a Black woman 
researcher will be more predisposed to inaccurate beliefs about battered Black women 
than a White woman or a White man (see Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1988).
The final potential limitation that may be raised by others regarding the 
method of this research is in relation to the use of an all-Black sample. The argument 
may be that the study is lacking in a cross-cultural sampling of women, which might 
provide a comparative analysis based on race and ethnicity. Though cross-cultural 
inquiries are certainly useful, Koss et al. (1994) argued that the factors affecting 
African American women’s entry into, escape from, and responses to intimate partner 
violence are best examined among African American women, as opposed to 
comparing them to battered White women. Emerson’s (2001, p. 31) argument 
supports this, as he determined that in ethnographic research “the goal is to ground 
descriptions on distinctions consistently drawn from within the culture being 
described rather than from an outside culture.” This is the basis for and approach 
used in this dissertation.
Despite these limitations, some of which are politically based (e.g., 
stereotypes of feminist research and Black women researchers) and for which I have 
provided alternative applications, the study design used and reported here was 
deemed the best method for collecting data on battered Black women. As presented 
earlier in this chapter, feminists are challenging the perspectives and practices of 
mainstream research methods. Collins (2000) cited an increase in the number of
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Black women academicians studying Black women’s experiences using components 
of Black feminist epistemology to frame their work. “Offering U.S. Black women 
new knowledge about our own experiences can be empowering. But activating 
epistemologies that criticize prevailing knowledge and that enable us to define our 
own realities on our own terms has far greater implications” (pp. 273-274, emphasis 
in original text).
Considering the rates of intimate partner violence in the lives of African 
American women (as reported in Chapter One) and compared to the relatively large 
amount of domestic violence research conducted on the dominant racial group, very 
little research has been conducted on battered Black women. Thus, the outcomes 
from the carefully planned and executed study reported in this dissertation provide a 
means of furthering the understanding of intimate partner abuse generally and the 
experiences of battered Black women specifically.
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CHAPTER 4
SOCIALIZATION TO VIOLENCE
INTRODUCTION
Victims of intimate partner violence have often experienced some form of 
abuse or violence during their upbringings, though this is not necessarily an 
antecedent to being in an abusive intimate relationship (Crowell & Burgess, 1996; 
Gelles & Straus, 1988; Huang & Gunn, 2001; Mihalic & Elliott, 1997; Ponce, 
Williams, & Allen, 2004; Ramos, Carlson, & McNutt, 2004; Schafer, Caetano, & 
Cunradi, 2004; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000; Walker, 2000; Whitfield, 2003). As 
expected, most of the participants in this study suffered extensive and a variety of 
abusive experiences during their childhoods. To be sure, this chapter is not intended 
to focus on battered women as causing their victimization, but to determine the 
significance of the link between childhood trauma and entry into abusi ve 
relationships, and to enlighten the research on factors that determine these women’s 
reactions to intimate partner abuse.
Domestic abuse researchers have found that experience with family of origin 
violence often begets family of procreation violence, either as victims, offenders, or 
both (e.g., Crowell & Burgess, 1996; Gelles & Straus, 1988; Huang & Gunn, 2001; 
Mihalic & Elliott, 1997; Ponce, Williams, & Allen, 2004; Ramos, Carlson, & McNutt, 
2004; Schafer, Caetano, & Cunradi, 2004; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000; Walker, 2000; 
Whitfield, 2003). That is, if an individual is raised in a violent home, this research 
maintained that she or he often learns violence as a normal event or appropriate 
response. Further, some scholars reported that battered women raised in violent
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family homes are stymied in their ability to recognize warning signs that an intimate 
partner is abusive (Short et al., 2000; Wyatt et al., 2000). These types of reasonings 
and findings are based on the concept of social learning theory (discussed below).
Though these prior discoveries on the abusive childhoods reported by many 
battered women are related to the analysis presented in this chapter, further 
investigation based on the theoretical foundation established in Chapter Two must be 
included when addressing issues of battered Black women specifically. Family 
dynamics within Black culture, as well as societal pressures outside the family unit 
must be given considerable attention in any examination of battered Black women 
and their childhoods. This is concluded and proposed by Wyatt et al. (2000, pp. 497- 
498) where they reported that “[f]ew studies have examined associations between 
domestic violence and exposure to current or past crimes and injustices in one’s home 
or community... [TJhere is little empirical documentation of the types of early 
experiences that may better predict risks for domestic violence among African 
American women.” The analysis presented in this chapter supplements the limited 
research available on battered Black women’s childhood histories of neglect, abuse, 
and violence. I illustrate the array of violence and abuse in the young lives of the 
participants. I divided these childhood abuses into four categories: (1) verbal, mental 
(or psychological), non-sexual physical, and sexual abuse by parents, other relatives, 
or acquaintances; (2) witnessing parents’ intimate partner abuse; (3) witnessing other 
forms of violence and abuse (other than intimate partner abuse); and (4) the 
participants’ violent, abusive, or self-destructive behaviors as girls. I also discuss the 
process that some participants underwent in leaving the abusive home of origin and
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the dynamics of the participants who were not exposed to any major forms of abuse 
during their upbringings. This chapter does not include an account of intimate partner 
abusive relationships that occurred during the participants’ youth, as these are 
analyzed in detail in later chapters given that these relationships began subsequent to 
any socialization to violence. Before presenting the analysis of the data, it is critical 
to distinguish the socialization to violence concept from the subculture of violence 
theory and the social learning theory. These theories and their inability to be used to 
assist in better explaining battered Black women’s entry into abusive intimate 
relationships are detailed in the next section.
SUBCULTURE OF VIOLENCE AND SOCIAL LEARNING THEORIES 
Subculture of Violence Theory and Intimate Partner Abuse
The subculture o f violence theory is grounded in Emile Durkheim’s 
(1951 [ 1897]) concept of anomie, which is generally translated to mean 
“normlessness.” Anomie occurs when there is rapid social change in society, leading 
to social disorganization throughout society and its subcultures. This social 
disorganization leads to individual discontent, as well. As a result of the rapid social 
change, individuals may feel detached from the collective. The more distanced they 
become, the less they are controlled by dominant group norms.
The most recognized explication of the subculture of violence theory is the 
work of Marvin Wolfgang and Franco Ferracuti (Surrat et al., 2004). Wolfgang and 
Ferracuti (1967) attempted to explain the varying rates of violent acts among
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subcultures situated within the general culture. They argued that a subculture of
violence does exist and that...
the term itself -  subculture -  presupposes an already existing complex of norms, 
values, attitudes, material traits, etc. What the subculture-of-violence formulation 
further suggests is simply that there is a potent theme of violence current in the 
cluster of values that make up the life-style, the socialization process, the 
interpersonal relationships of individuals living in similar conditions, (p. 140)
Based on Wolfgang and Ferracuti’s thesis, the values perpetuated within the 
subculture of the African American community, which includes the “acceptance” of 
violence, explains why African Americans have higher rates of homicide and other 
violent acts as compared to the dominant culture (i.e., Whites) of U.S. society (also 
see descriptions of this theory as it is applied to African Americans in Bruce & 
Roscigno, 2003; Cao, Adams, & Jensen, 1997; Covington, 2003; Hampton, 1987; 
Hawkins, 1983, 1987). “[T]he argument is that violence is rooted in 
counternormative attributes of the African-American community itself’ (Bruce & 
Roscigno, 2003, p. 241).
Though there have been scholarly inquiries that have continued to support the 
subculture of violence theory to explain regional and racial variations in violent crime 
(e.g., Harer & Steffensmeier, 1996; Lichtenstein, 1984; Rice & Goldman, 1994; Stets, 
1990; Surrat et al., 2004), much research has refuted this approach to explaining the 
differences in violent crime rates between African Americans and groups of other 
ethnicities and races. For instance, Mann (1996) found that the subculture of violence 
theory is not applicable to African American women who commit homicide because 
most of the demographic features of women who kill do not vary by ethnicity or race. 
In their study of female homicide offenders, Ray and Smith (1991) surmised that if
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there is a subculture of violence, it is one that affects Black women’s and White 
women’s motivations equally, because when they commit homicides, both groups of 
women tend to kill adult men with whom they are closely related and of the same race 
Testing six theoretical models to explain rape, Gentry (1989) found that the racial 
subculture of violence model was not supported, but that the crime of rape was 
supported by the social disorganization model. Regarding the supposed belief system 
purported by the subculture of violence theory, that Blacks value and condone the use 
of violence more than others, some studies debunked this conclusion by finding that 
Blacks actually had a lower tolerance for the use of violence than Whites (e.g., Cao, 
Adams, & Jensen, 1997; Erlanger, 1974; Shoemaker & Sherwood, 1987).
The conceptualization of the subculture of violence theory has been 
questioned because other societal factors were not taken into consideration. Hawkins 
(1983) found that the historical devaluing of the lives of African Americans, the 
consequences of indigence, and the criminal processing system’s responses to Blacks’ 
violent behaviors are causal factors overlooked by the subculture of violence theory. 
Further, Kposowa, Breault, and Harrison (1995, p. 99) argued that “some previous 
researchers... argued in favor of a black subculture of violence without studying other 
race and ethnic groups. Because blacks, Hispanics, and American Indians have 
dissimilar cultures, the subculture of violence thesis is an unlikely explanation for the 
high rates of criminal participation that characterize these disparate groups.”
Kposowa, Breault, and Harrison found that conditions such as urbanity and 
population density are more credible explanations of violent crime in general, and for 
homicide specifically that additional factors of poverty and divorce better explain the
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variations. By including these other influences in the examination, alternative 
approaches to the subculture of violence theory have been introduced to explain the 
contrasting rates of violence between the races and ethnicities.
Accordingly, the subculture of violence theory is not adequate, nor are there 
enough valid data, to account for violence that pervades the African American 
community and Black families (Malley-Morrison & Hines, 2004). Staples (1976) 
concluded that Black couples are not inherently more violent in their relationships 
than White couples. It is not sufficient or appropriate to use this theory to propose 
that battered Black women find violence in their lives, families, and communities 
“normal,” as an explanation for them entering into violent intimate relationships. 
Social Learning Theory and Intimate Partner Abuse
Many approaches to explain why women and men exposed to family violence 
as children have a greater likelihood of being in abusive intimate relationships as 
adults are based on social learning theory. Social learning theory stresses the 
importance of (1) observing and modeling the behaviors and emotional reactions of 
others, and (2) the level of consequences or reinforcement experienced because of 
exhibiting such behaviors (Bandura, 1977). As it relates to batterers’ abusive 
behaviors, social learning theory explains that by witnessing the outcomes of 
aggressive and violent acts, particularly during childhood as they witness their 
parents’ behaviors, they, too, will use such acts to achieve their desired outcomes 
(Foshee, Bauman, & Linder, 1999; O’Neill, 1998). “Many parents teach children that 
violence is the easiest way (if not the most acceptable way) to end conflict and assert 
power” when they use it to discipline (hooks, 2000a, p. 124).
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Not only does social learning theory allow for explanation of a batterer’s 
behavior, it may also offer explanation for a victim’s behavior (Doumas, Margolin, & 
John, 1994). Though such theories where the victim’s “selection” of one or multiple 
abusive intimate partners and her decision to remain in such relationships is typically 
viewed as a form of victim blaming (Belknap, 2001), the application of social 
learning theory to the victims’ experiences may correspond with those victims who 
witnessed their mothers being abused by their fathers or other male intimates. That is, 
daughters of such situations modeled themselves after their mothers by becoming 
involved in similar relationships upon reaching adolescence and adulthood.
Social learning theory as applied to intimate partner violence places emphasis 
on the family unit and maybe other immediate and close influences on children, thus 
providing a micro-level analysis of woman battering. Social learning theory offers 
some explanation for battered Black women’s victimization, but does not consider 
other aspects in the traumatic childhood experiences of these women. Social 
structural dynamics such as failing to recognize and support African American 
victims, institutional racism, cultural racism,26 sexism, and economic deprivation, in 
conjunction with the peculiarities of Black family life and culture must be considered. 
As established in Chapter Two, the Black feminist theoretical model may offer a 
more comprehensive and more relevant explanation for battered Black women’s 
predisposition to intimate abusive relationships.
26 Cultural racism is defined by Oliver (2003, p. 289) as “the systematic manner in which the white 
majority has established its primary cultural institutions (e.g., education, mass media, religion, etc.) to 
elevate and glorify European physical characteristics, character, and achievement and to denigrate and 
put down the physical characteristics, character, and achievement of nonwhite people.”
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Socialization to violence is the preferred term for the analysis presented in this 
chapter, as it implies that many of the women were exposed to violence during their 
upbringing. However, unlike the subculture of violence theory, simply because one is 
socialized to violence does not necessarily indicate that she or he believes it to be the 
preferred mode of behavior. As I use it here, socialization to violence does have its 
similarities to social learning theory, but unlike social learning theory, other factors, 
such as the stressors that often accompany being an African American in the United 
States, are taken into consideration. The remainder of this chapter will describe and 
analyze participants’ experiences with violence and abuse in their childhoods that 
affected their perceptions of how interpersonal relationships function.
ABUSE DURING CHILDHOOD
Considering all forms of exposure to abuse and violence, 33 of the 40 
participants (82.5%), underwent some type of socialization to violence during their 
formative years. The birth order among siblings and the parental composition of the 
participants’ families of origin are interesting enough to merit mentioning. The 
majority of the participants (80%) were either the oldest child (n=15) or a middle 
child (n=17) in their homes of origin. Only five women (12.5%) were the youngest 
sibling and three women (7.5%) were the only child. Regarding the parentage of the 
participants, the majority of the homes of origin, 57.5% (n=23), consisted of two- 
parent families, of which 10 (43%) of the participants were raised with both 
biological parents. Not surprisingly, for the participants reared in middle-class homes 
(n=13), 85% lived in two-parent households (Spurlock & Booth, 1988).
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Twenty-three (57.5%) of the participants experienced a form of verbal, mental, 
non-sexual physical, or sexual abuse during childhood.27 Perpetrators of these 
methods of abuse included parents, stepparents, siblings, other relatives, and 
acquaintances. To better facilitate the analysis of victimization during childhood, I 
have separated verbal, mental, and non-sexual physical abuse from sexual abuse, as 
the perpetrators of the former were parents or stepparents,28 and for the latter, there 
was a greater variety of relationship to the abuser. Though participants shared stories 
of neglectful behaviors by those outside their immediate family members, such as 
school teachers, their most painful, abusive, and noteworthy accounts are of those 
who they most trusted, but who eroded that trust by employing abusive behaviors. 
Accordingly, the abuse addressed here is that from parents, other relatives, and family 
friends.
Verbal, Mental, and Non-Sexual Physical Abuse
Verbal and mental abuse refers to abuse that degrades, insults, and humiliates 
for the purpose of denigrating a child’s self-worth and for which the intention is not 
to offer constructive criticism. Child physical abuse “is characterized by physical 
injury through such behaviors as punching, beating, kicking, biting, burning, or 
shaking a child, whether the parent intended such injury or not” (Malley-Morrison & 
Hines, 2004, p. 10).
27 Twenty (50%) of the participants were verbally, mentally, or physically (non-sexual) abused, while 
nine (22.5%) were sexually abused. There was overlap between these two categories with six women. 
These two categories are discussed separately in this section.
28 iI use “stepparent” not only to refer to the legally married spouse of a biological parent, but also to 
represent a non-mamed, live-in intimate partner of a biological parent of those participants who 
referred to the partner as a stepparent.
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Based on perceptions perpetuated by notions such as the subculture of
violence theory, there is the view that Black children suffer from greater rates of
parental abuse than other children. Although this is reported in a substantial amount
of research (e.g., Cappelleri, Eckenrode, & Powers, 1993; Dietz, 2000; Forjuoh, 2000;
Hernandez, Lodico, & Clemente, 1993; Powers & Eckenrode, 1988; Spearly &
Lauderdale, 1983; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1999), other
inquiries question the accuracy of these depictions. As with most, if not all, deviant
acts, it is difficult to measure the frequency of child abuse, particularly with regard to
racial and ethnic differences. Malley-Morrison and Hines (2004) surmised that the
difficulty in measuring the number and rate of child maltreatment within African
American families is because there has been overreporting of abusive incidents within
these families, as opposed to being overrepresented, due in part to medical personnel
overreporting. A recent analysis by Ramos, Carlson, and McNutt (2004) found that
Black women have similar rates of childhood physical abuse as White women. These
contradictory data often “surprise” some researchers, as is evident in the work of
Gelles and Straus (1988, p. 86):
One of the more surprising outcomes of our first national survey of family 
violence was that there was no difference between blacks and whites in the rates 
of abusive violence toward children. This should not have been the case. First, 
most official reports of child abuse indicate that blacks are overrepresented in the 
reports. Also, blacks in the United States have higher rates of unemployment than 
whites and lower annual incomes -  two factors that we know lead to higher risk 
of abuse. That blacks and whites had the same rate of abusive violence was one 
of the great mysteries of the survey. A careful examination of the data collected 
unraveled the apparent mystery. While blacks did indeed encounter economic 
problems and life stresses at greater rates than whites, they also were more 
involved in family and community activities than white families. Blacks reported 
more contact with their relatives and more use of their relatives for financial 
support and child care. It was apparent that the extensive social networks that 
black families develop and maintain insulate them from the severe economic
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stresses they also experience, and thus reduce what otherwise would have been a 
higher rate of parental violence.
Where non-sexual physical abuse of Black children exists, Lassiter (1987)
contended that maltreatment of children in Black families is due to the legacy of
involuntary servitude of Blacks in the United States, even though many contemporary
Black parents do not make the connection between the maltreatment of their children
and the legacy of slavery. According to Lassiter, the slavery experience of African
Americans provoked Blacks to instill harsh physical discipline on their children to
promote obedience so the children would not suffer more severe punishment from the
slaveholders. This then led to the perpetuation of meting out abuse on Black children
post-slavery in the rural south, then continuing within Black families regardless of
geographic location. African American “families used harsh discipline, in both deeds
and words, to teach children the dangers of being black in a racist society and to show
that the best defense against the danger was to be well disciplined in ways that did not
challenge white authority” (Lassiter, 1987, p. 47). Lassiter’s proposition is supported
by Phoebe, a 24-year-old participant of my study. Phoebe spoke of her father’s
upbringing and his enduring abuse on Phoebe and her siblings:
My father just has a lot of problems, he had a lot of anger from his childhood, 
emotional problems, and mental... He really was brutal with us. He use to beat 
us down like there was no tomorrow for every little thing... He said that’s how 
he was raised; the old people in his town back in those days, that’s how it was, I 
guess. You whipped kids with a belt when they were out of line. But he overdid 
it. He really did. We weren’t bad kids. But every little thing, we’re too loud, just 
stuff that kids should not get beat for, we got beat down for everything. I don’t 
remember actually ever us being out of line, we were just being kids... All the 
problems he went through really made him an angry and violent person. But then 
on the flip side I saw the good side of him, at least a little. He was a loving, 
caring father. He really does care, but it seems like he just doesn’t know what he 
wants to do with us because one direction’s going, “Well, I love my kids,” but the
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other direction’s saying “God, I hate being a dad. It’s too much responsibility.” 
He gets depressed and he says he regrets having us because if he was gonna be a 
father he should have provided us with a better life. Well, yeah, that’s true, you 
know, but they were young, it’s a little late for regrets, I think.
There was a variation based on socioeconomic status among the 20 
participants experiencing verbal, mental, or non-sexual physical abuse. Almost two- 
thirds of the middle-class participants endured this type of child maltreatment, while 
less than a half within each of the other two socioeconomic classifications did (i.e., 
low-income and working-class). Nine women experienced both verbal or mental and 
physical abuse, but there was no major variation by socioeconomic class among these 
women, and within this group each socioeconomic class was equally represented. 
Nine women were subjected to verbal or mental abuse, but no physical abuse, and 
two women experienced only physical abuse, reporting no verbal or mental abuse.
Much of the explanation provided by the participants to explain why their 
parents abused them was expressed in terms of socioeconomic status, race, gender, 
and substance abuse issues. Regarding socioeconomic class, the source of the abuse 
was attributable to financially unsupportive fathers, acquiring and retaining assets, 
and preserving the family’s general financial interests. Participants identified the 
uneasy feelings left by those mothers or othermothers who were stressed by 
financially neglectful fathers and took their frustrations out on the children. The 
second area of economically related stressors experienced by some of the 
participants’ parents and resulting in the trigger for verbal, mental, or physical abuse 
was the maintenance of material goods for appearances (e.g., “keeping up with the 
Joneses”). Related to this were the pressures or failures of the parents or their
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children being accomplished members of society as evidenced through education and
employment. Such pressures were described as catalysts for abuse. Focus on these
types of accomplishments is supported by Sanchez-Hucles and Dutton’s (1999, p. 192)
argument that “[ejthnic minority cultures often have been described as ‘face-oriented’;
that is, appearance and status with respect to the outside world are important.”
Keeping up appearances as a source of tension for participants’ parents was evident in
all levels of socioeconomic status. Fifty-four-year-old Michelle, who has a graduate
degree and grew up in an upper-middle-class setting, experienced neglect and
emotional abuse by her father, and sometimes by her stepmother, that were based on
upper-class measures:
Their lives revolved around clothes, a big house, cars, that kind of thing. But 
there was an absence of affection.... He never really wanted to spend money on 
me unless there was instantaneous credit in it for him. For example, when I was a 
debutante, I remember him saying, “Smile, that looks like a $500 dress.”
Whenever I accomplished or I achieved anything, it became his accomplishment. 
He never complimented me. He always criticized me. Nothing I did was ever 
good enough.
The final theme concerning socioeconomic class as grounds for abuse is the
general demands of the parents to maintain household finances. Danielle, age 43,
suffered from extreme verbal and mental abuse by her single mother, who undertook
an assortment of techniques to maintain her economic well -being, which included
forcing Danielle to leave the family home at the age of 11:
She hated me. She wished I wasn’t born and she used to beat me all the time... I 
got pregnant when I was 13 and had my baby when I was 14, [My mother] made 
me move back in when I was pregnant, and after I had my baby she put me back 
out and took my baby away. It hurt me. She put me out of her house again and 
told me I couldn’t take my baby... It was just so she could get more money from 
the welfare. It wasn’t out of no care and concern. But she grew to love my kids.
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My grandmother told me [that my mother] gave my kids the love that she couldn’t 
give me.
Forty-two-year-old Billie, who also lived in a low-income setting, was pushed by her 
single mother to secure and maintain employment simply to support her mother’s 
gambling addiction. Similarly, when 33-year-old Victoria’s grandmother died, she 
left several thousands of dollars to each of several family members, including 
Victoria and her mother. Regrettably, as Victoria and her mother struggled 
financially and her mother’s drug addiction progressed, Victoria’s mother used both 
her and Victoria’s inheritance, chiefly for her drug dependency.
Another apparent cause for abuse, particularly verbal abuse, toward a few 
women was related to racial issues and the hierarchy of skin color among African 
Americans. Frequently, within the Black family, Black community, and society in 
general, African American individuals who have lighter skin tones, that is, closer to 
the White ideal, are treated with favoritism in many realms of their lives (Brown et al., 
1998; Freeman et al., 1966; Hall, 1992, 1995; Hill, 2000, 2002; Hughes & Hertel,
1991; Hunter, Allen, & Telles, 2001; Keith & Herring, 1991; Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 
1992). Hooks (2000a) even argued that “when a child of two black parents is coming 
out of the womb the factor that is considered first is skin color, then gender, because 
race and gender will determine that child’s fate” (p. xii). Oftentimes, Black women 
face more scrutiny the darker they are, as compared to Black men, because of the 
beauty standards placed on women, where the idolized measurement in the United 
States is the White woman (Hill, 2002; Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 1992). Some of the 
women were treated better or worse dependent on their skin color in comparison to
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others within the family, though the focus in this analysis is on the women who were
negatively scrutinized because of their skin tone. Billie surmised that her mother’s
selective maltreatment of Billie and her siblings was based on skin color:
She was hard on all of us, especially my sister Cleo. She beat her more than any 
of us, and I don’t know why. My sister Linda, she treated her like she was a 
beauty queen, but the rest of us got the crap beat out of us. Anything my sister 
Linda wanted, she got. But we had to work to get what we wanted... It just 
seems like the light-skinneded kids, she treats them good.
Michelle’s experience with the intricacy of Blacks and skin tone was an even more
peculiar circumstance with this theme:
I was told I was ugly, I was everything bad... Skin color was a part of it. My 
grandmother...was half-White. Her father was White. From her pictures, we 
look exactly the same, except she had blond hair and blue eyes and was very fair... 
I’m fairer than all of them [other family members], but I was told I was dark 
because I didn’t have [grandmother’s] skin color. That seems weird, but you 
know, Black people and oppression...
The main perpetrators of verbal, mental, or physical child abuse against the 
study participants were aligned with the composition of the parental unit in the family 
of origin and gender-based. All but one of the 11 women who were subjected to 
abuse and whose families of origin were headed by two parents mainly suffered their 
abuse from their fathers (either biological or step). And all but one of the nine 
women who were abused by parents and who were cared for mainly by their mothers 
or othermothers, were victimized by mothers only, which is not surprising since these 
women had minimal contact with their fathers. Within the four sets of mother- 
daughter participants, none of the mother participants appeared to abuse the daughters. 
Regarding the participants in the two-parent homes, they recounted tales of their 
mothers relinquishing the discipline of the children to the fathers or stepfathers. The
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mothers seemed to perpetuate and take on the traditional female role of nurturer,
while allowing the fathers or stepfathers reign over keeping the house in order in an
oppressive manner. Jacqueline, age 43 with a middle-class childhood home,
conveyed that her mother was never a disciplinarian, so when her mother remarried,
Jacqueline recalled of her stepfather: “This man took over.” Unfortunately,
Jacqueline’s stepfather’s “discipline” was physically abusive. Fifty-year-old Queen,
who was raised in a middle-class White rural neighborhood, also described how her
mother relinquished the task of punishment to Queen’s father:
My dad, the discipline was very -  if you look at it today, it was abuse. We used 
to get hit. He’d hold us upside-down and hit us with extension cords, stuff like 
that. You didn’t know it was abuse then. The way we lived, the good things 
outweighed that type of thing. When you think about it, there were nights where 
there would be fear. If we did something wrong, my mom would say, “Wait till 
your dad gets home...” So you’re up with such fear until he gets home, and then 
he comes down the stairs and, boy, there it is.
Lastly, many of the participants who were verbally, mentally, or physically 
abused or neglected by a parent attributed the abuse to the parent’s alcohol or drug 
use. Phoebe and her eight siblings were raised in a working-class home with both 
biological parents. She described that her parents were so “dazed” most of the time, 
that “they didn’t even know if I went to school or not. They didn’t check, they didn’t 
care if I was eating. We didn’t eat half the time because my parents just spent a lot of 
money on pharmaceutical drugs. So half the time we would starve.” Though the 
participants described incidences of alcohol and drug use triggering the abusive 
behaviors of the parents, they were often quick to identify the abusers as good 
financial providers for the family. This is evident in 35-year-old Mariah’s experience, 
who lived in a middle-class childhood home: “My father used to guzzle a whole
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gallon of vodka on the way to work and we’d have to cover up for him. He always 
worked. He was an excellent provider. But mean and cussing and staying out all the 
time.” Queen echoed this sentiment by relaying that “My dad was an alcoholic. I 
didn’t know he was an alcoholic because we had everything.”
As demonstrated to this point in the analysis, the common factors precipitating 
verbal, mental, or non-sexual physical abuse by parents on the women clearly 
incorporated both social structural and cultural aspects.
Sexual Abuse
Almost one-quarter (n=9) of the women in this study reported being sexually 
abused during their childhood. These women do not have experiences significantly 
different than women of other races and ethnicities. Jacobs (1994, p. 2) related that 
“[i]t is an unfortunate truth that although women may be divided by wealth, by race, 
or by ethnicity, sexual violence and the trauma of incest are ties that bind women 
across generations.” As with the previous topic of verbal, mental, and non-sexual 
physical abuse, the three levels of socioeconomic status were represented among 
these women, but the highest class proportion victimized with sexual abuse was 
among women brought up in low-income households. Concerning the perpetrators, 
none of them were strangers to the women, which is in keeping with previous 
research that victims of sexual abuse, particularly for African Americans, are often 
violated by someone they know (Belknap, 2001; Washington, 2001). The abusers 
included family members (father, brother, or uncle), family friends, and 
acquaintances (romantic interest or date). All but one of the abusers were male.
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DiLillo et al. (2001, p. 126) found that childhood sexual abuse “may leave 
women at an increased risk for later intimate partner violence” (also see Whitfield et 
al., 2003). Jacobs (1994) found that victims of child sexual abuse experience a “loss 
of self’ that is also manifested in their intimate relations, and that female survivors 
personify a sense of “danger and vulnerability” regarding their bodies. Manetta’s 
(1999) findings were similar in her study of suicidal African American women aged 
40 to 64. The women “tended to have no control over their bodies in childhood” due 
to physical and sexual abuse, and for many of the respondents, “the lack of control 
over what was done to their body continued in adulthood” (p. 519).
Most of the women in my study who were sexually abused as children kept
their victimization hidden from others until they confided in someone during
adulthood. In some cases they had suppressed their memory of the abuse. This was
the circumstance for Billie, who recalled her sexual assault in her thirties:
I was looking at my own kids playing. They were playing with this person 
involved. It was my brother. His son and my daughter was playing. That’s when 
I remembered what he did to me. He had did this from 10 till I was almost 13. I 
never told anyone. I just kept it inside... From the time I was 10 until I was 
thirty-something, I didn’t remember. The mind is something else. I guess it was 
so horrible to me, that this was my own brother, my big brother, somebody you’re 
supposed to look up to, doing this. I guess my mind just blanked it out... In my 
mind I was like, “That son of a bitch molested me!”
Forty-three-year-old Tammy had a similar experience with blocking her
recollection of the assault that occurred by a female babysitter when she was
approximately seven years old:
They say [if] you have problems in your life, sometimes you just lock them out. I 
do remember now that I was sexually abused as a child. That came out. You 
know, doors open... All of a sudden these doors started opening up, and the more 
you open up the doors that you have locked, the more you open yourself up and
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the better you can become by letting these things go... I can see how a person 
can develop different personalities from abuse and different things.
For those who did divulge their victimization near the time of occurrence, 
they were virtually ignored or not taken seriously. Aaliyah, a 32-year-old who was 
raised in a middle-class home, was raped by a man she was romantically interested in 
at the age of 17. She became pregnant as a result of the attack, and eventually 
decided to disclose the assault to law enforcement authorities when her daughter was 
one year old:
At one point I actually did call the police. I started to feel bad about who my 
daughter was. I remember calling the [city] police and telling them. They came 
to my house and I thought, “OK, good, I’m going to take care of this.” They told 
me, “You’re just doing this because you’re mad at him. Are you doing this 
because you want child support?” I was so hurt. They was going through my 
drawers and my kitchen and asking me if I was on welfare. They weren’t even 
asking me what happened. They were like drilling me. So after that I killed it.
My whole mind and my body and my spirit, I killed it, and I never talked about it 
again, until one day I finally told my mother.
Aaliyah’s experience exhibits the complexity of race, gender, and social class in 
accessing crime-processing agents for assistance. This area will be discussed in detail 
in Chapter Nine.
Unfortunately, when a few women disclosed their abuse to family members or 
friends, their revelations were disregarded. This was the case for Bev, a 51-year-old 
who was raised in an unstable low-income environment where she repeatedly moved 
between the homes of her mother and her grandmother. When Bev was raped, she 
told her mother of the assault, but believed her mother was being paid to allow the 
assailant to have sex with (i.e., rape) Bev:
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I got raped at an early age [by] one of my mother’s men. I couldn’t understand it 
‘cause she kept going with him... I don’t know if it was for the money or what... 
He spent a lot of money on her... The next thing I know, my grandmother got 
wind of it and I started staying with her on the weekends. I held a grudge for a lot 
of years. Sometimes I have flashbacks. But then I started talking with God and 
left it up to him and it don’t hurt nearly as bad.
Fortunately for Bev, she did have an othermother (her grandmother) there to rescue 
her.
The sexual victimization of the women resulted in self-blame, confusion about 
healthy relationship roles of women and men, distrust in all men, depression, poor 
self-esteem, body hatred, and self-destructive behaviors, such as alcohol and drug 
abuse. These consequences of child sex abuse have been found in similar research, as 
well (see Cecil & Matson, 2001; Jacobs, 1994; Jasinski, Williams, & Siegel, 2000; 
Manetta, 1999; West, Williams, & Siegel, 2000). Aaliyah’s narrative expressed the 
self-blame that many acquaintance rape victims go through: “I was being fast, talking 
to guys I shouldn’t have. I had never been in that situation before. I had never even 
went to a guy’s house before. I just didn’t expect that.” Gloria, a 36-year-old from a 
working-class home, was repeatedly sexually molested by an uncle during a summer- 
long trip at his home when she was eight years old. She reflected on the lasting effect 
of the abuse:
It started to bother me about my uncle when I started dating. When you become 
sexually active, all that stuff comes back. I could still smell him. I couldn’t keep 
my eyes open because if I did I would still see his eyes. I could still smell him. 
Even if I was looking at the person that I was having sex with, I would still see 
my uncle.
Though she did not recall her sexual victimization until adulthood, Billie remembered 
how she felt for some time after her brother’s sexual assault on her:
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That made me think that nobody’s ever gonna love me, I’m not cute. For a long 
time I felt that, until I looked at my daughter and I was like, “Shoot, I’m fine!” 
But I never believed that I was cute, was able to love, or someone was able to 
love me... It’s no wonder I have post-traumatic stress disorder and all that. All 
the crap I went through. And I never got help for this. I never went to counseling 
until now.
For Queen, she equated sex with power and her flawed assessment affected her
negatively when she became sexually active after her abuse. Queen believed the only
value she could bring to a relationship was sex:
I just wanted him to want me. I didn’t care. It was about me in control. Me 
getting control. Making him want me. Wanting you to want me and not caring. I 
didn’t care about you. I just want you to want to be with me. I just want to have 
sex. That’s what I learned, what I knew, what I was conditioned for. If nothing 
else, I could do that. That’s my calling.
WITNESSING PARENTS’ INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE
About the same number of the women in the sample who experienced verbal, 
mental, physical, and sexual abuse during childhood (total n=23), also experienced 
witnessing intimate partner abuse among their parents (n=20). However, there is 
some overlap; several of the women were exposed to a combination of these 
socializations to violence. For those women who witnessed partner abuse in their 
families of origin, this section of the analysis considers abuse among biological 
parents, stepparents, and grandparents. Grandparents are considered due to the 
significance of extended family within the Black community (Collins, 2000; 
Sudarkasa, 1996). Participants raised in low-income households were more 
represented in this grouping. Two-thirds of the low-income women experienced this 
form of socialization to violence, while less than half of the middle-class group and a 
third of the working-class group witnessed abuse between parents.
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Though the number of women who experienced child abuse is comparable to 
the number who witnessed their parents’ domestic abuse, research has shown that the 
latter is the most influential dynamic associated with the child victims’ involvement 
in abusive relationships in adulthood (Browne, 1987). Mihalic and Elliott (1997) 
determined that females witnessing violent behaviors among families of origin was 
associated with adult marital satisfaction, as well as other forms of abuse and 
victimization, which then led to a greater likelihood of marital violence. In analyzing 
African American women specifically, Lockhart and White (1989) found that the 
Black women who had a greater chance of being abused by an intimate were those 
who witnessed their fathers’ violence toward their mothers.
In my study, the participants’ experiences of being a part of their parents’ 
unhealthy conflict left indelible impressions on them. In this section I describe and 
evaluate the varying degrees of exposure to the parents’ violence, the mothers’ 
responses to the attacks, the participants’ attempts to intervene, and the immediate 
and lasting effects of witnessing the violence and abuse among parents.
The level of exposure to parents’ intimate abuse varied among the women.
Angie, a 39-year-old raised in a low-income household where her mother was the
main caretaker and there were intermittent father-figures, knew of her mother’s abuse,
even though her mother attempted to hide it from Angie and her siblings:
She was hoping maybe we didn’t know. It wasn’t like she was getting beat down 
right in front of us. We might be in the bed, or they was at a party and he’d drag 
her home. It was always behind closed doors. She just picked herself up and dust 
herself off. Kept it to herself, as well.
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In contrast, most of the women who were aware of their parents’ abuse toward each
other, observed the incidents in an open environment. For instance, 28-year-old Isis
spoke of her stepfather’s abusive behaviors toward her mother, Deborah, who was
also a study participant, that included “name-calling, hitting, a lot of really just mean
things. He would berate her in front of anyone, in front of her friends, in front of my
friends.” Toni, age 44, also reflected on one of her stepfather’s uninhibited and
unreserved maltreatment of her mother:
My mom was in the bathtub... She had closed the door. My sister and I was in 
another room. The next thing, the door was being bashed in. That was my step- 
dad going into the bathroom. He was trying to drown her. I remember her 
screaming and everything... The police came and took him off. I can’t really 
remember if they arrested him. I just know that night he came back, because my 
sister and I were in the bed and he broke through our bedroom window and came 
through there and I remember the blood on the window.
While most of the participants who had these experiences reported recurring
violence, a couple women recalled a single physically violent episode between their
parents. Helene, a 45-year-old raised in a two-biological-parent, middle-class home,
stated, “I never one time seen my father hit my mother. I seen him put her on the
ground one time, but just lay her down. But he’s never, ever hit her.” Twenty-six-
year-old Erica, also brought up by both biological parents, but raised in low-income
circumstances, recalled a one-time incident of abuse by her father on her mother.
Even though she concluded that there was love between her parents, the incident left
a memorable impact on Erica:
I think I saw him sock her one time. They were arguing over us. I was really 
young. We were yelling at him, “Don’t touch my mom!” He apologized to all of 
us. He never touched her again, but they argued a few times. They always got 
along, they always loved each other.
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Though they were isolated incidents witnessed by Helene and Erica, the confrontation 
they did observe had a profound effect on them and aided in how they framed their 
relationships in their adult lives.
As will be demonstrated in Chapter Seven, many of the participants regularly
made efforts to physically retaliate against their batterers. A precursor of this
behavior can be connected to their mothers’ responses to being battered or to life in
general, which lends support to social learning theory. Wendy, a 51-year-old raised
in middle-class surroundings, articulated her mother’s reactions to Wendy’s father’s
and stepfather’s abuse:
Reason why my mom left my father, because he was very abusive. Both of my 
fathers were very abusive to her. I remember as a child that they used to fight a 
lot. My mom was a little, short woman... But she was very spunky, she didn’t 
take anything from anybody.
Likewise, Helene described her mother as “a fighter... She was a tough little
toothpick,” and 48-year-old Olivia described how her mother and grandmother
combated any impending physical abuse from their husbands:
My mother, she’s feisty. She didn’t go for it. My grandmother didn’t, either. My 
grandfather knew not to mess with my grandmother. He used to holler, scream at 
her when she didn’t do things, [she’d] jump at a moment’s notice, but he didn’t 
mess with her too much.
Queen and Billie shared stories of each of their mothers throwing scalding hot 
water on their abusive fathers. However, these were not instantaneous reactions by 
their mothers to the abuse perpetrated by their fathers, but calculated replies to
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previously recurring assaults.29 For Billie, she did not always appreciate her mother’s
abusive behavior toward her male mates. Billie expressed this when describing how
she got along with her mother’s boyfriends:
My favorite was Daniel Simms. He was my favorite. And Woody. Me and [my 
sister] Lilly talk about Woody now. Because Woody was the one that my mom 
couldn’t control. We were teenagers, 17, 18 years old. My mom would try to 
argue with him and he’d just start singing Indian songs. We thought that that was 
so cool that she couldn’t argue with him.
Several of the women took on a caretaking role by making attempts to protect
their mothers, including during the violent incidents. Participant daughters tended to
intervene in relationships where it was her mother’s boyfriend, as opposed to a father
or stepfather. Eighteen-year-old Keisha, the oldest of four children, was raised
mainly by her mother, Leah (also a study participant), who had a few male intimate
partners (a couple of whom were abusive) sporadically living with their family.
These men were not permanently situated in the home and Keisha felt it was her duty
to intervene to protect the family. Keisha shared how she intervened when her
mother was in the relationship with her second and most recent batterer:
I tried to be the protector of my brothers and my mom and he really didn’t like 
that. I clashed more with him more then any of my other mom’s boyfriends...
It’s something I just fell into because I would see the way guys would treat my 
mom... I just tried to be the protector of everything because I thought that was 
like my job. Because no one knows my mom and my brothers like me.
Toni explained one of the occasions when she intervened as her mother was 
being attacked by her boyfriend:
29 Many female victims of intimate partner violence “retaliate” at a time when they have a better 
vantage point of succeeding in their retaliation (Allard, 1991), such as catching the batterer off-guard 
while he is sleeping.
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I know one time he had jumped on her. My sister and I were always trying to get 
in there. He had pushed me and I fell over onto a glass coffee table and got cut on 
my shin... We might get hit but we were just in the way because we were trying 
to help our mom.
Toni was also grazed by a bullet when her mother’s boyfriend shot at the house she 
and her mother were staying in. It was then that Toni did not wish to continue to 
have the stress of protecting her mother in that manner. She shared, “I almost lost my 
life because of it. That really scared me. I didn’t want to live with my mom anymore, 
so my sister and I started living with my grandmother and attending school out in that 
area.”
Gloria tried to enlist her twin brother and older brother in assisting her with
protecting her mother from her violent boyfriend:
Jerry whipped her with a belt like she was a child. She had so many welts and 
indentions from the back of her knees all the way up from where he had hit her 
with the belt. My brothers didn’t do nothing. I had a knife, and I was going to go 
out there and stop him. I couldn’t do it. I was trying to get my brothers to come 
and help, they went in their rooms and shut the door.
Gloria’s frustration with her brothers and her mother’s batterer assisted her in forming 
two negative beliefs about men: as either instigators of trouble or unwilling 
participants in family dilemmas and daily life. This is observable in the lives and 
views of many of the women interviewed, which helped develop their opinions about 
men in general, and Black men in particular. In addition, the participants’ lives were 
similar to those battered Black women in Richie’s (1996, p. 52) study where they 
“were most often socialized to excuse or tolerate violence from men, and learned that 
loyalty and stability, in most instances, were paramount to their own safety and 
satisfaction.”
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Some of the women also intervened in their parents’ abusive relationships by
attempting to convince their mothers that the relationships were harmful. Keisha
revealed that she tried to talk to her mother, Leah, about how troublesome Leah’s
boyfriend was, but the traditional role of the mother-daughter relationship is one of
the factors that interfered with Leah’s ability to heed Keisha’s advice:
She really didn’t see what everybody else saw about him. With that, me and my 
mom really clashed and really didn’t get along when they were together. She’ll 
do something, and I’d be telling my mom, “That’s not right. What kind of role 
model are you setting for me?” Me and her would just clash about everything, 
because I should be a daughter and I should stay in my daughterly place.
In addition to participants intervening on their mothers’ behalf, a few of the
mothers of the participants used their daughters as protection, particularly if the
mothers believed or knew the batterers would not harm the children in the home.
Gloria’s mother used her as a shield for defense against her mother’s abuser:
I heard my mother screaming and yelling. She came in my room. She grabbed 
me. She was shaking really, really bad. She stuck me in front of her... He 
looked, and he turned around and walked out the door. She climbed out of my 
window.. .and ran up the street. He came back in with her gun and was going to 
shoot her.
Though using Gloria as a shield protected her mother for the moment, it failed to 
prevent the batterer from continuing his assaultive behavior and left Gloria with the 
consequence of dealing with trauma and her mother placing her in direct danger by 
using her as a shield.
Predictably, there were both immediate and enduring effects as a result of 
witnessing intimate partner abuse among parents during childhood. Most of the 
participants were only able to contemplate the damaging effects of witnessing such
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abuse as they progressed through adulthood, but Rebecca, a 39-year-old who was 
reared by both biological parents on military bases, recalled how she felt as a youth in 
her abusive household:
I often found myself in a shell, ‘cause I didn’t have a very high self-esteem level 
because of what I had seen. I was always sheltered from everything else, street 
life, the reality of everyday life I was protected from, but within my own home I 
felt like I was entrapped in another world.
The women were frequently left with mixed messages about seeing their 
mothers being verbally, mentally, and physically abused by their fathers, stepfathers, 
and mothers boyfriends. There was resistance to the utility of the abuse, even when 
their mothers were fighting back or the first to strike. Because their mothers 
remained in the relationships, returned to batterers after leaving them, continuously 
found themselves in battering relationships, or even succeeded in permanently 
removing themselves from the abusive situations, the participant daughters were left 
with confusion about what is healthy in intimate relationships. Gloria represented the 
sentiment of many of the participants who witnessed the abuse of their mothers, when 
she described her feelings about one of her mother’s boyfriends: “He was just a 
horrible person. He cheated on her, he beat on her. He and I didn’t get along. I 
didn’t like him, so maybe that’s why he didn’t like me. But I hated him.” These sorts 
of feelings were easier to express when participants were referring to their mothers’ 
boyfriends, as opposed to their fathers, due to the lack of loyalty to the short-term 
relationships.
The women expressed ambivalent feelings about the male batterers of their 
mothers because of the alternating routine of loving and fighting in the relationships.
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For instance, Renee, a 45-year-old raised in a rural middle-class environment,
communicated her bewilderment about her parents’ behavior after their fights:
I saw a lot of things. My parents fought, physically. So I grew up seeing him 
whack her and her whack him when he got really drunk. I also would take up for 
her. I would jump on him and try to bring him down. Then I would run out in the 
streets and stay out all night long and come back... I come back home and if they 
had made up [they were] screwing, and my sisters and brothers watching cartoons, 
and I was made to think that I was the one out of place. So I learned distortion, 
how to distort reality, at an early age.
Regarding the enduring effects of witnessing her parents’ abuse, Rebecca
spoke of her uncertainty about healthy relationships:
When you grow up with violence as a child, you don’t really understand the 
dynamic of relationships because you didn’t see any healthy ones. But as you get 
older and you understand the dynamics of what you want in a partner, you’ve got 
to be careful. You need to understand the definition of a healthy relationship.
Toni echoed Rebecca’s outlook:
I can’t remember any of my elementary teachers’ names. I can’t remember any 
classmates. I can’t remember having any fun. We were always having to go here, 
go to my grandmother, over to this man’s house, over to that man’s house. I was 
wondering if it affected me when I grew up, and I think it did, because of my own 
unhealthy relationships.
In Wendy’s situation, her mother feared the potential effects of her being
battered by Wendy’s stepfather would have on the children, so she made an effort to
remove her children from the exposure to violence:
I really didn’t understand why they would fight all the time, but as I got older I 
understood. That’s why she brought us up out of that environment. She did not 
want her kids raised up in that environment. One day he went fishing, and she 
packed her stuff, and she left.
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Though her mother removed herself and her children from the abusive situation, as an 
adult, Wendy found herself faced with multiple volatile relationships that she had 
difficulty escaping.
Clearly, each of the women referred to in this section experienced deficient 
and sometimes very violent and abusive models of intimate relationships. Granted, 
other women have been exposed to the same detrimental encounters and have not 
entered into abusive intimate relationships later in life, but the goal to this point was 
to complement the research on those who did witness violent parental strife and 
ultimately became victims as adults themselves. In this section, I presented data that 
demonstrated experiences similar to battered women across cultures, but I also 
identified some distinct cultural aspects for battered Black women. In particular, the 
balance between gender and race regarding Black women is established in how the 
participants were able to view their mothers as Strong Black Women,30 though they 
endured abuse, because of the mothers’ efforts at fighting back and making their best 
attempts at keeping the families intact.
WITNESSING OTHER ACTS OF VIOLENCE
Aside from being abused as children and witnessing intimate partner violence 
among their parents, several of the women were also exposed to other forms of 
violent behavior and its consequences. This included participants whose brothers 
were involved in gangs, and neighborhood and gun violence, and were frequently sent
30 The concept of the Strong Black Woman and its relationship to battered Black women will be 
addressed in detail in Chapter Eleven.
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to jail or prison. It also includes some of the women’s sisters who were victimized by 
their intimate partners.
Siblings Engaged in Intimate Partner Violence
Two women were directly exposed to a sibling’s domestic violence during 
childhood, and several of the women’s siblings ultimately were engaged in abusive 
relationships while the participants were adults. In many cases, participants’ brothers 
became perpetrators of partner abuse, while the participants’ sisters became victims 
of partner abuse.
Grace, age 43, and Billie each witnessed an older sister’s victimization upon
spending significant time with their sisters during their youth. Billie had direct
exposure to violence and abuse at her sister’s home, whose boyfriend was physically
abusive to Billie’s sister and possibly sexually abusive to her sister’s son. Billie had
already been exposed to child abuse by her mother and her mother’s episodes with
domestic violence, but this did not lead her to accept family violence as inevitable.
To the contrary, she anticipated that she would avoid abusive relationships in spite of
what she witnessed in her mother’s and sister’s homes:
After 1 got out of high school I couldn’t stand being around my mom any more, so 
I went to live with my sister. That’s when I found out how bad he was jumping 
on my sister I didn’t know he was that crazy. He always seemed like a good 
guy... He would do things to [my nephew] Brian, I remember. He used to pull 
Brian’s pants down. I don’t think he ever really fondled him, but I would think, 
he’s not supposed to be doing that, that’s not playing. I couldn’t understand why 
she didn’t put this man out of her house. I mean, he’s messing with your son, not 
your daughter, your son. She wouldn’t put him out. When I went to live with 
them, that’s when I found out he was abusing her very badly. I mean, he jumped 
on her like she was a man. She would try to fight back. I would jump in. I would 
get beat up, she would get beat up. After it was over he’d leave and we’d sit there 
and drink, get drunk and cry and clean up each other’s wounds. Every time he’d 
jump on my sister I felt like, “I have to do something. I can’t just stand here and I 
know what’s going on.” So I got abused by him, too, because of my sister... He
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wouldn’t let us call the police or anything like that. My sister, she was kind of 
scared to do it anyway. She was like, “He’ll beat me more if 1 call the police.” I 
think she called the police on him one time and he went to jail for four or five 
days. When he got out he really beat her. A couple of days he tried to act like, 
“I’m gonna straighten up, I’m gonna do right.” Once he’d drink...[his favorite] 
whiskey, that was the end of that. He would drink that all the time. That was his 
drink. He’d beat the crap out of my sister. I would just cry. I’d say, “I’m never 
going to let anybody do that to me.”
Grace had a similar experience with her sister’s abusive relationship: “I got to
witness it first-hand, and I was part of some of it.” Grace was raised in a two-parent
working-class home with both biological parents present. Witnessing her sister’s
abuse was her only socialization to violence, and she could not comprehend how it
became that she and her sister each entered into abusive relationships: “You would
think it would be, ‘I see my mom abused, and my mom seen her mom abused’ kind of
a thing. But it’s not like that.”
Family Members Engaged in Other Violence
Some of the participants also saw family members engaged in other forms of
violent acts. These were typically male members of the family, such as fathers,
brothers, uncles, and cousins. Once again, only those occasions where the
participants’ family members were engaged in this behavior during the participants’
childhoods are considered. Phoebe’s brothers were affiliated with gangs and she
eventually ran away from home to escape the chaos, as her parents appeared unaware
of how her brothers’ actions consumed and affected Phoebe:
All my brothers were in trouble from very young ages... They were in and out 
of.. .juvenile detention facilities and group homes... My brothers went on the 
street, they had older friends that influenced them to do bad things... It really 
hurt my mom to see her sons in jail. She couldn’t do anything about it, because 
my dad was a retired veteran and they didn’t have a whole lot of income, so they 
couldn’t afford lawyers that really could represent my brothers that could
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probably have saved them from half the time that they spent in jail. So, the 
younger ones, we were just kind of left hanging while my parents were being 
destroyed by this, by my brothers being in jail. I wouldn’t say that we were 
neglected, but we weren’t really paid a whole lot of attention to... [My brothers] 
would come home and bring all these friends of theirs and drink and have parties. 
My parents never said anything. They never did anything about it... It was crazy. 
It was just a madhouse. A couple of times the house got shot at. One time my 
brother had somebody following him and they shot him. It was horrible. I was 
getting away from all that.
A couple women suffered from the violent deaths of siblings. Forty-three- 
year-old Inez reported that her “sister’s boyfriend blew her head off, and my little 
brother, somebody blew his head off.” Fifty-two-year-old Cicely’s brother was killed 
while he and a friend played with a gun in the basement of the family home.
Women in the low-income bracket were more likely to experience this form of 
violence, and those in the middle-class income range were least likely to experience 
this type. This is connected to the standard of living able to be provided by the 
parents. Those families with low incomes often lived in government subsidized 
housing in urban areas, where violence is often displayed on the streets where it is 
easily detected and proliferated. Undeniably, these women endured significant 
trauma during their youthful lives as a result of their siblings’ involvement in gun and 
gang-related violence. However, because this form of violence typically involved 
matters and individuals outside the family entity, and because fewer women were 
exposed to this type of violence, it is not deemed as a strong effect on entry into 
abusive relationships.
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DESTRUCTIVE BEHAVIORS DURING CHILDHOOD
Some of the women exhibited destructive or self-destructive conduct as youth. 
I classify this as a form of socialization to violence because the women began to 
develop certain negative strategies at a young age. These tactics involved inflicting 
their anger on others in a physical manner or turning their anger inward, on 
themselves.
Fighters
The respondents who were fighters as girls personally learned the benefits,
albeit injurious benefits, of using physical aggression to change a situation in order to
protect themselves. Cicely, who was taught to fight by her uncles, found that it did
not take too many battles to establish a reputation as a fighter:
Girls used to always want to fight me. In the ninth grade, girls used to pick on me 
about talkin’ country... After I dusted a couple of girls for messing with me, they 
left me alone. I didn’t need a lot of fights. When I got to high school, they didn’t 
like me. They stayed away. After I dusted a couple of guys.. .they all wanted to 
be my friend.
Kim, a 45-year-old reared by both biological parents in a working-class 
setting, also described herself as a fighter: “There was a lot of boys in the 
neighborhood. I was a tomboy girl and I used to fight them all the time, me and my 
sisters.’’ And Gloria had a similar experience: “I grew up with guys. I was tough and 
wrestled. They couldn’t out-wrestle me as much as they tried to.” Forty-five-year- 
old Deborah found it remarkable that she was in abusive intimate relationships during 
adulthood, as opposed to her sisters, because she often defended them when she and 
they were youths: “I’m just surprised. I was their protector and I’m the one who got
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into that kind of situation. I don’t understand that myself. Look like they would have 
been in one before I was.”
As will be detailed in Chapter Seven, most of the participants retaliated 
against their batterers at some time during the relationship. Being fighters as girls 
made it less difficult for many of these women to respond in kind to being assaulted 
by intimates. Gloria was the only girl fighter who did not physically retaliate against 
her batterer, but “felt stupid” and could not understand why she failed to fight her 
abuser because she knew she “could handle him” based on her experiences with 
fighting boys as a youth. Mihalic and Elliott (1997) found a connection between 
girls’ violent behaviors (i.e., felony assaults) and future abusive adult intimate 
relationships, but as offenders, not victims. Nonetheless, an association can be made 
between their study and my analysis here because, as is well documented in domestic 
violence literature, the vast majority of women who are accused of or classified as 
“batterers” of male mates were actually defending themselves against habitual 
victimization (Shupe, Stacey, & Hazelwood, 1978; Straus, 1980; Swan & Snow, 2003; 
Hamberger & Guse, 2002).
Other Acting-Out or Destructive Behaviors
Several of the women began directing the anger and discontent for their 
childhood trauma toward themselves. This included using and abusing alcohol and 
other drugs, unsafe and premature sexual behavior, and overeating. Isis reflected that 
as a result of being denied the attention she desired and needed from her mother, who 
was unable to provide the attention because of drug use and abuse from Isis’s 
stepfather, she began to sexually act out:
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I started to use sex as an outlet for when I got mad. That’s what I would be using 
to pacify myself. I started having sex. Before I had my daughter, I’d had an 
abortion the year before. That was the first time I had been pregnant. I was 13. I 
had to have an abortion. I was really out there. You talk about the fast girls, I 
was one of the fast girls. It’s something I hate to admit to myself. But I was. I 
was on a one-way ticket to nowhere with some of the things I was involved in at 
that time... It’s a wonder I didn’t come up raped or dead or anything like that. I 
would sometimes stay out till two in the morning. Half the time my mom was so 
wrapped up with what my stepfather was putting her through, it was almost like 
with her sometimes, “Out of sight, out of mind.” She didn’t focus in on me until I 
was right there in front of her. I would start to internalize that stuff, “I don’t mean 
anything in this house any more. My grandmother’s gone. My aunts had moved 
out... My granddad’s ill. Who cares what I do?” That was the way I thought 
most of the time.
Sam, a 38-year-old who grew up in a working-class home, described her
mother as “a mean alcoholic” who was verbally and physically abusive. Sam
continued to struggle with her own alcohol abuse that began at a very young age:
My mom used to drink real heavy. So I started drinking when I was eight years 
old... I’ve always been with grown-ups. I was the only child. When company 
would come over, it would be like, “Go over there and pour this much vodka and 
this much grapefruit juice.” So I started fixing the drinks, and after a while you’re 
going to be curious... I started tasting it. Pretty soon I fixed me one while I was 
fixing them, and I just started drinking... I used to take it to school. From 
elementary until about my tenth grade year in high school. I can’t understand 
why the teachers didn’t smell it.
As a result of her mother’s neglect and abuse, Victoria also showed self­
destructive behavior:
She would get mad and hit me and I’d cry and make it worse. There was a time 
when I started hitting myself on the nose. She’d be like, “What’s with your nose? 
I didn’t even hit you in the nose.” I think I was trying to get attention, make the 
situation worser. I used to have bloody noses all the time. I would make it bleed 
so people would feel sorry for me. I was lost for a time. I didn’t have nobody.
At a young age, the women who sought out affection and ways to ease their 
pain formed distorted practices for doing so. I conclude that these imprudent
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behaviors carried over into adulthood and made it easier for the women to get 
involved in abusive relationships where they believed they deserved to be abused or 
took the abuse as long as there was some semblance of affection and love, even if 
intermittent, by the batterer.
ESCAPING THE ABUSIVE HOME
Many of the women felt the best way to protect themselves from further abuse 
or to escape the chaos of battering among parents was to leave the home of origin. A 
number of the participants constantly ran away from their homes. This was Olivia’s 
experience, who stated, “I did well in school, but with all the fighting and the 
bickering, and everything, I ran away.” Olivia and the other participant runaways 
usually ran to another relative’s home, such as a grandmother, but Phoebe had a 
distinctive experience: “I would just hang out on the 16th Street Mall where the rest 
of the homeless kids were. Just hang out, stay awake for most of the night, and go 
about my business the next day.”
Many of the women permanently left home and had their first child at an early 
age. Some of these women were told to leave the home, while others were not given 
“permission” to leave without taking on “adult” responsibilities, such as getting 
married. Inez, who did not complete high school and was brought up in a low- 
income household with 13 siblings, left home at the age of 16, Aside from the 
violence she witnessed, Inez had to care for her seven younger siblings. She shared,
“I was tired of it and wanted to get away. My mom said the only way to get away 
was to get a husband. So I got a husband. He was very abusive to me.” Grace
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demonstrated the pressure to be married that is often communicated within families 
regardless if there is family dysfunction or not: “In our family it was, if you don’t get 
married by the time you’re 25, you’re an old maid. They really made a big deal out 
of that.’’ In fact, it was these decisions and wanting to attempt to seek and make that 
“perfect family” that pushed some of the women into their first abusive intimate 
relationship. Queen summarized what many of these women felt and experienced: “I 
fell in love at first sight. I thought I was going to be rescued.”
SPECIAL TREATMENT OR NO SOCIALIZATION TO VIOLENCE
Based on many of the anecdotes presented above, it is evident that a number 
of the participants did not receive special treatment within their homes of origin. 
Indeed, 82.5% (n=33) of the women did not receive special treatment from their 
parents or guardians in comparison with other children in the home or based on 
general standards of caring for children. Special treatment involved being “spoiled” 
by caregivers by receiving special liberties, including more doting and less 
punishment from parents than other children in the family for similar behavior.
Cicely described her situation in her house of origin by relaying, “I was spoiled, being 
the first, the only girl.”
Of the seven women receiving special treatment in their homes of origin, the 
majority (86%) were the middle (n=3) or youngest (n=3) child of the family. As 
there were only five women in the study sample of 40 who were the youngest child in 
their immediate families, 60% of the women who were the youngest child fit within 
the special treatment category. Five of the special treatment women (71%) were
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raised in two-parent homes. Four of the participants raised in middle-class homes 
(31%) received special treatment, while two (17%) of the working-class participants 
and one (7%) of the low-income participants received special treatment. Assessing 
socioeconomic status from a different standpoint, 57% of the special treatment 
participants were raised in the middle-class, while 29% of the special treatment 
participants were raised working-class and 14% of the special treatment participants 
were raised in low-income status. Clearly, special treatment was aligned with 
socioeconomic class. It is quite possible that parents in more economically-distressed 
homes were unable to dote on their children due to tension produced from 
maintaining financial stability.
Of the special treatment participants, two (29%) were exposed to at least one 
form of violence during their upbringings, but neither were the directed targets of 
violence. Cicely was one of these women, as she was taught by her uncles to fight 
and experienced her brother’s tragic death. The other participant was Wendy, who 
witnessed the abuse of her mother by Wendy’s father and stepfather. Comparatively, 
of the seven women who did not endure any significant incidences of violence during 
childhood, four (57%) received special treatment.
The concept of the Strong Black Woman will be meticulously attended to in 
Chapter Eleven, but as important to the discussion here, among the seven special 
treatment participants, all but one had mothers who did not exhibit the characteristics
of the Strong Black Woman during their childhoods. For instance, Naomi described 
her mother as “very, very meek. I got a little bit of it somehow. I took a lot of that 
into my marriage.”
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That few of the women in my study received special treatment in their homes 
of origin differs from Richie’s (1996) analysis where she found that the battered 
Black women in her study, as compared to the non-battered Black women and 
battered White participants, were in “privileged positions” in their childhood homes. 
Her definition of this privileged status specified that the battered Black women 
“received extra privileges, attention, and resources, indicating the families’ emotional 
and material investment in these particular children to meet high standards of 
success” (p. 32). The battered Black women in Richie’s study “had high self-esteem 
and felt very powerful, and yet their identities were wrapped up in pleasuring others 
and accommodating the needs of others” (p. 35). This aspect of privileged status 
women “ultimately left them exposed and more vulnerable to harsh reality” than non­
battered women (p. 39). The situations of the seven special treatment women in my 
study align with Richie’s explanation for battered Black women’s preservation in 
abusive relationships, but not with the remainder (i.e., the majority) of the participants. 
To explain the majority of my sample in the context of them not being treated special 
in their homes of origin and entering into abusive relationships, I looked to their self- 
identity. In Chapter Eleven I address how the participants overwhelmingly 
considered themselves to be strong women. I conclude that the detriment of taking 
on the Strong Black Woman role at an early age (as exposed to by their mothers and 
othermothers) predisposed the majority of the participants to maintain their abusive 
relationships. I establish that the women in my study who did not receive special 
treatment learned at a young age to endure a great deal of hardship and learned that 
special treatment from others is not certain, which, interestingly, was found by Richie
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(1996) among her comparison group of non-battered Black women. Conceivably, the 
variations in analysis between my study and Richie’s may rest on the sample. The 
battered Black participants in Richie’s study were all low-income or working-class 
women who were being detained in jail for offenses directly and indirectly related to 
their batterers. Indeed, a few women in my investigation were jailed as a result of 
retaliating against their abusers (to be discussed in Chapter Nine) or for other offenses, 
but each of these women still did not have special status in their families of origin like 
the battered Black women in Richie’s investigation.
Two suppositions can be formulated about Black women who do not enter 
into or maintain abusive relationships based on the analysis presented here. First, it 
might be hypothesized that Black women who received special treatment and had 
Strong Black Mothers as role models are less likely to be engaged in abusive intimate 
relationships because they were accustomed to being treated by others favorably and 
their mothers exuded that women have the strength to not accept mistreatment in 
relationships, for which this attitude is conveyed to potential batterers who may avoid 
attempting to establish relationships with these women because of these 
characteristics. Second, it can be theorized for those Black women who were not 
treated as special in their childhood households and had Strong Black Women role 
models, perhaps other additive factors can be considered for them not being in or 
maintaining abusive relationships. These factors would include: (1) not witnessing 
intimate partner violence among parents or parent-figures; and (2) the absence of 
being victimized physically, sexually, or emotionally during formative years. Clearly,
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each of these suppositions is merely conjecture, and further research would have to be 
conducted to determine the validity in these hypotheses,
SUMMARY
Most of the participants in this study were exposed to some kind of violence 
or abusive behaviors during their upbringing. This outcome begins to contribute to 
the explanation for these women’s entry into and preservation in abusive relationships. 
Though the social learning theory can be applied to partially clarify the connection 
between battered Black women’s exposure to violence during childhood and 
involvement in future abusive relationships, the subculture of violence theory is 
completely inadequate to explain battered Black women’s higher incidences of 
intimate partner violence because they do not concede to the violence in their lives as 
being normal. For the seven women who did not have any apparent socialization to 
violence, there are other factors that have been identified to explain how they came to 
be in and sustain abusive relationships, including unfamiliarity with how to deal with 
battering by a mate.
Many factors of notable significance were found in the analysis of the 
socialization to violence in the lives of battered Black women. To begin with, I 
identified variations related to class and gender of the women’s primary caretakers.
The largest representation within the three socioeconomic classes for verbal, mental, 
and non-sexual physical abuse were those women raised middle-class, while the 
lower-income households of origin had higher proportions for all other categories of 
socialization to violence. Mothers in single-parent, mother-headed households tended
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to bestow the verbal, mental, and non-sexual physical abuse on the participant 
daughters, while fathers tended to be the abusers in two-parent homes. Regardless of 
the structure of the parental unit, many of the participants witnessed their mothers’ 
victimizations by husbands or other male intimates, as well as their mothers’ 
endeavors at physically striking back at their abusers. In addition to these forms of 
violence in the participants’ childhoods, another significant means of socialization to 
violence for battered Black women was sexual abuse by known assailants. A less 
influential socialization to violence was the violence the women witnessed elsewhere, 
such as within their immediate neighborhoods or greater communities.
The effects of being abused in childhood, witnessing aggression among 
parents, and being confronted by social structural and cultural pressures typically 
faced by Black women in the United States led to unhealthy outcomes for the 
participants. The ultimate consequences included the women developing a distorted 
standpoint concerning the functioning of interpersonal relationships and engaging in 
self-destructive and injurious behaviors during their youth and/or as adults.
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CHAPTER 5 
PERCEPTIONS OF THE BATTERERS 
INTRODUCTION
Battered women are often blamed for their abuse, particularly if they remain 
in the relationship after the first battering incident (Belknap, 2001; Follingstad et ah, 
2001; Nabi & Horner, 2001; Yoshioka, DiNoia, & Ullah, 2001). Fortunately, there is 
mounting research that examines reasons for the abusive behaviors of male batterers. 
Ridley and Feldman (2003, p. 167) found that for men, “the trigger for physical 
aggression may often be more tied to internal states (e.g., anxious, fearful of 
abandonment) or faulty cognitive interpretations (e.g., malicious intent, impending 
potential harm) than actual observable provoking behavior on the part of female 
partners.” Though much of the research focuses on psychological and social 
antecedents, there exists some evaluations of biological causes for men’s violence 
against women. For instance, Soler, Vinayak, and Quadagno (2000) found in their 
study of 54 men that higher testosterone levels were associated with higher levels of 
intimate partner abuse.
As part of what the interview schedule called for, the participants in my study 
were asked to provide their personal appraisal of why their intimate partners were 
violent and otherwise abusive. In this chapter I discuss and analyze these 
recollections and opinions. Some of the participants alluded to the possibility of 
genetic or hereditary factors predisposing their batterers to violence, but they 
generally attributed the batterers’ behaviors to social and mental factors, just as 
previous literature has done (e.g., hooks, 2000a; Raj et al., 1999; Richie, 1996; West
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& Rose, 2000). In particular, the participants tendered their opinions about Black
men’s predicaments and struggles in society in trying to understand why they became
violent. Forty-eight-year-old Paula deduced:
I have this feeling that Black men, after Black boys turn thirteen or fourteen, 
they’re on their own. They’re just kind of aloof... I’ve come to my own little 
proof that not all but most Black men didn’t have it so they don’t know how to 
give it and they don’t know how to put time in... And I just don’t feel that impact 
that a Black man is connecting with Black children.
And 48-year-old Olivia offered:
Black men have so many issues. I feel for ‘em. I tell my son, “I’m not a Black 
man, but I do understand... I do understand y’all got it hard, but still, you gotta 
break away from that. Quit being so angry and so bitter...” “So what is the issue? 
What is it that you did not get when you were coming up? Why is it that you 
guys don’t like us so much?” You know, they’ll marry you, give you the big 
house. But then you gotta go fix your boobs and stuff.
These statements speak to what some scholars have identified as plausible 
explanations for African American men’s abuse of female intimates (hooks, 2000a, 
2004b; Williams, 1998). Hooks (2004b) suggested that because of the compelling 
stereotypes of Black men as violent, they succumb to this image as a form of self- 
fulfilling prophecy. She argued that Black males are “[tjaught to believe the world is 
against them, that they are doomed to be victims; they assume the posture of 
victimizer” (p. 61). Hooks (2000a, p. 77) further argued that, frequently, “feminist 
activists talk about male abuse of women as if it is an exercise of privilege rather than 
an expression of moral bankruptcy, insanity, and dehumanization... Sexist ideology 
brainwashes men to believe that their violent abuse of women is beneficial when it is 
not.” Hooks (2004b, p. 66) concluded that it is learning to think sexist and practicing 
sexism that permits men to express their anger in a violent manner against intimates
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and others, and adds that violence by Black males “simply mirrors the styles and
habits of white male violence. It is not unique.” Thirty-eight-year-old Sam
represented how women, too, are often socialized to accept this sexist ideology:
1 grew up being an only child, not having my dad around all the time. Just to have 
a man there, a dominant type, I felt like that’s what it was supposed to be. That’s 
how I looked at it. My father wasn’t around. Just to have that male influence.
The focus on power and control by one gender on another supports what I
expounded on in the previous chapter contesting the subculture of violence theory,
which asserts that violence is unique to and normal among African Americans.
Olivia considered this when she contemplated the reasons for her two batterers’ abuse:
As a society, we’re creating our own monsters, as far as the domestic part. Guys 
have a macho thing. It’s gonna be there. Even the shortest of man has a macho 
thing. For some reason I don’t know why they feel that they have to be abusive to 
women. It’s hereditary. It has started from way back. There’s no doubt about it.
I had to ask a lot of questions because that had happened to me. I was in denial, 
then I was blaming myself, then I was being real angry, I’m gonna go by and hit 
his head with something. Why did you do me like this? I was good to you, and 
then you tried to kill me and hurt me and maim me.
Certainly, intimate partner violence is not unique to African Americans. The 
data collected in this study, however, emphasize the need to understand the unique 
aspects of this abuse perpetrated by African American men and how it is perceived by 
African American women. The participants demonstrated how some of the bases for 
Black male violence are different than White men’s motives because of social 
structure issues complicated by gender roles, economic concerns, and racial matters. 
The women also provided explanations based on the intergenerational diffusion of 
family and intimate violence, the influence of violent peers, a dislike of women, and
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the impact of alcohol and other drugs on violence. Each of these viewpoints is 
examined in this chapter.
GENDER AND SOCIOECONOMIC FACTORS
The participants supplied causes for their boyfriends’ and husbands’ battering 
in terms of social and gender hierarchies, employment status, and income, and the 
societal expectations of each of these. These explanations cut through all 
socioeconomic classes, though there was a tendency for there to be more economic- 
related discord within low- and working-class couples since the middle-class couples 
were those where the male partner typically brought more income into the home.
Many African American women are involved in relationships with African 
American men, as well as with men of other races and ethnicities, where they attempt 
to mimic the traditional female gender role in interpersonal relationships (Collins, 
2000). This includes being the family nurturer and allowing the male mate to be 
responsible for protecting and financially providing for the family. However, this 
traditional female role may be more typical of White women’s lives than those of 
Black women. Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, and Okundaye (2004, p. 631) suggested 
that, unfortunately, “African Americans use a Eurocentric frame of reference, which 
creates a paradoxical outcome.” When African American couples attempt to emulate 
the classical roles of couples, their relationships may suffer from conflict, abuse, and 
negative views about relationships in general as a result of the role playing (West & 
Rose, 2000). This is demonstrated by 44-year-old Yolanda, who described her
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abusive husband’s typically illegitimate employment and how it began to affect her 
and the relationship:
He was the type of person that hustled. He didn’t work. I’m more the traditional 
type, like my family that I had come from. I had started to try to get on him about 
getting a real 9-to-5 job. That’s when the friction came. He didn’t want to 
change his lifestyle. At first it was all fun. But when I had my child I wanted 
something more traditional.
According to some scholars, when African American women are unable to 
perform the traditional role of women in relationships, including not working outside 
the home, the recurrent alternative role played by many of them is that of the 
matriarch, or, at the least, as an equal participant in an egalitarian family setting 
(Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, & Okundaye, 2004; Lockhart, 1991; Sudarkasa, 1996). 
However, the image of the matriarch has been argued to be a controlling and often
emasculating head of the household (Collins, 2000a; Gillum, 2002). Regardless of 
whether the image has negative or positive attributes, the matriarchal characterization 
is in discord with that of a woman’s traditionally prescribed role in the family and 
society. Therefore, many have argued that conflict may ensue as African American 
men attempt to emulate the characterization of the traditional male in the United 
States: the patriarch (Asbury, 1987; Gillum, 2002; hooks, 1994, 2000a; Lawrence- 
Webb, Littlefield, & Okundaye, 2004). Various factors can be attributed to the 
matriarchal-type roles often portrayed by African American women in their 
households. These are frequently the same factors that have been said to contribute to 
abuse of the matriarch by her male partner, such as his adopted entitlement to control 
her in the absence of his economic power (hooks, 2000a; Raj et al., 1999; Williams, 
1994) and in the absence of his societal power (Bell & Mattis, 2000; Richie, 1996).
135
This can be seen in 45-year-old Renee’s experience. She contemplated, “I always 
pick men that need fixing. They never had cars or jobs, or if they had jobs they were 
never an equal partnership.”
Gilkes (1993, p. 240) argued that “African American women have waged 
more struggle on behalf of men as part of their commitment to the entire community 
than.. .Black men have waged on behalf of women. Some would argue that women 
have done more for the men than women have done for themselves.” Many African 
American women find themselves initially excusing their Black male batterers’ 
abusive behavior (Richie, 1996). Richie (1996) determined that some of the battered 
Black women in her study tended to feel sorry for their batterers at the start of the 
abuse instead of exhibiting feelings of fear and anger. She asserted that they tolerated 
and forgave the men’s shortcomings because of Black men’s degraded status in U.S. 
society, which made the women sacrifice their own ambitions. The same experiences 
were reported by a number of the women I interviewed, including 24-year-old Phoebe, 
who related:
I think he was jealous of me because I was young and I had a lot going for me. I 
really did. I could have done anything. With all the grades I had. I had straight 
A’s. I really could have went to any college of my choice. I was gonna leave 
town, I should have did that -  went to college. I turned down all the scholarships.
I just kind of threw it away because of him. I think he was really trying to destroy 
me. I think it was jealousy. Because he was thirty. He had spent most of his 
youth drugging. Even though he had a good time doing it, he was a musician, his 
life just went like that. And he woke up and he was thirty and he lost everything 
because of drugs. I think it was jealousy.
As demonstrated in Phoebe’s account, she, as did other participants, 
recognized how their successes, potential or realized, were a source of contempt by 
their batterers. Forty-seven-year-old Vanessa, who was a railroad conductor at the
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time she was in her abusive relationship, acknowledged the complexities surrounding 
men’s economic and occupational standing in comparison to women, and that many 
men find it difficult to accept when their female mates are in more lucrative and 
higher paying jobs (Taylor & McGee, 2000). About her abuser, Vanessa said, “He 
was working for the post office. I was making like 10 thousand dollars more than he 
was. That’s a no-no.” When Paula began attending college (at the age of 39 and 
several years into her abusive relationship), her battering boyfriend expressed his 
discontent with her educational pursuits. She stated, “I was changing. As far as he 
was concerned, I was growing into something he considered bad. I think he knew the 
result would be that I was better than him.” Cassandra, age 35, summarized that, 
“They’re probably frustrated that they’re not doing anything with their life.”
In recalling the experience with one of her abusive boyfriends, 42-year-old 
Billie demonstrated the tolerance many of the participants practiced with Black male 
batterers:
I was like, you know, he’s just always making excuses. He’s just upset because 
he doesn’t have a job and he’s doing drugs and that’s very stressful on him. My 
sister was like, “Girl, no it’s not. You better wake up. ‘Cause he doesn’t give a 
damn. As long as you’re buying his crack and his liquor, he doesn’t give a damn. 
He doesn’t have to pay anything, he doesn’t have to go anywhere, doesn’t have to 
buy anything, you’re doing everything.” Me with my dumb behind, I didn’t listen. 
I kept saying, but you know, he loves me and the kids. He cares about us. He’s 
just going through some stuff. He’ll be all right. Soon as he cleans himself up 
and get a job, everything will be fine.
Likewise, the women often described their batterers as not being “real men” 
who took responsibility for themselves, their intimate partners, and their children. 
Further, many described the men as “mama’s boys” who were too coddled by their
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mothers, which resulted in the inability to be responsible and benevolent. Olivia 
concluded:
He’s a mama’s boy. She never made him do anything... She never made him be 
a man. If he didn’t want to work, he didn’t have to work. If he wanted to hang 
out all day, he’d hang out all day. He’s a mama’s boy. You know, if you get in 
trouble, Mama’s gonna be there... So he got to the point where he felt he didn’t 
have to do anything. When I got pregnant, he didn’t want to take on the 
responsibility. He wanted to fight and slap me around and tell me I had to stay 
there because “Mama said you’re having my baby and you’re supposed to sit here 
and do as I say do.” He was a knucklehead.
In describing one of her three abusive husbands, 52-year-old Cicely expressed how 
men should behave:
He didn’t do what I thought a man should do. If I say, “Fix the faucet,” don’t take 
three weeks or a month, go fix it... They wasn’t being the men that I was used to. 
Seeing the men supposed to be like men. My granddaddy and my uncle, they 
provide for home. They take care of the women. They were sympathetic.
Handle the women lightly. Women ought to be like little stuffed animals. Men 
did what they supposed to do; if there was something broken, they went and fixed 
it... In my eye they wasn’t men. They either were alcoholics, drug addicts, they 
talked crazy, they pushed on or hit me, or they messed around.
Many of the respondents worked outside of the home and were often the main 
financial providers. Billie summarized the minimal economic, familial, and social 
responsibility the batterers assumed, and the participants’ views of how they were not 
real men: “I had to work, take care of all the bills, buy all the food. I had to do 
everything because he was smoking so much crack he just stayed at home. I was 
actually taking care of him, basically, and he’s beating the hell out of me!”
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RACE AND ETHNICITY FACTORS
Most of the participants dated and married Black men born in the United 
States, and four women were battered by at least one man who was not Black. In this 
section I provide an analysis of the racial- and ethnic-related factors raised by the 
participants to explain their mates’ battering.
A topic that is often a choice of discourse among African American women is 
the gender-ratio imbalance among Blacks. Namely, there are more Black women 
than there are Black men (James, Tucker, & Mitchell-Keman, 1996). This 
“availability factor,” which apparently is not as prevalent in other racial or ethnic 
cultures, is occasionally asserted as a reason for battered Black women remaining in 
abusive relationships with their African American mates (Asbury, 1987; Hutchinson, 
1999; Plass, 1993). Views of Black men become apparent in casual discussions 
among African American women about their ethnic brothers, which often evolve into 
a conversation about the scant availability of Black men due to prison and jail 
incarceration, homosexual orientation, dating and marrying non-Black women, or 
shortened mortality rate as a consequence of neighborhood and Black-on-Black 
violence. White (1985, p. 25) argued that Black women “have been willing to let 
[black] children grow up with even imperfect role models because black men are 
scarce in [black] communities.” Cicely elaborated on how incarceration of Black 
men exacerbates the problem of their violence: “‘Cause [White people] always think 
Black men [are] animals, they beat you up, they’re drug addicts. You keep telling a 
Black man in prison that over and over and over, when he acts on it, you can’t say, 
‘Why you do this?”’
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Contrary to the opinions cited above, Raj et al. (1999), provided evidence that
resulted in the discovery of a statistically insignificant correlation between
availability of African American men and Black women remaining in abusive
relationships. Raj and her colleagues had originally hypothesized that due to a
gender-ratio imbalance among young adult African Americans, the ability to form
meaningful emotional and sexual attachments with men was thwarted. But, in
keeping with their findings, Raj et al. (1999, p. 279) theorized, “African American
men may exert even greater power in relationships in which women perceive that
they have limited alternatives” (emphasis added). Forty-five-year-old Deborah was
one of the number of participants who described how she felt Black women think
regarding the gender-ratio imbalance of Black women to Black men and its
relationship to battering:
Everybody thinks the same thing: Ain’t no good men out here. There’s a shortage 
of men and you better keep what you got. They’re scared to lose ‘era... They 
tryin’ to keep the one they got ‘cause they know ain’t nothing out here. That’s the 
way they think. Shortage because of jail and drugs and the White women. 
Shortage because of a lot of stuff... There’s a shortage and you better keep what 
you got.
In Abraham’s (2000) in-depth study of battered South Asian immigrant 
women, she concluded that competition among women for men of the same race is 
problematic, particularly when that competition is based on the men’s sexual relations 
with women of another race (also see Collins, 2000). Abraham’s argument can 
fittingly be applied to the issue of the scarcity of Black men and the sentiment among 
participants in my study regarding this scarcity: “Sexual competition among women 
in their relationships with men allows men to appropriate and objectify the body of
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both the wife and the sexual other, and as such allows for the continued sexual 
domination by men of women” (p. 103).
The women in my study also spoke of how the pool of Black men shrinks
even more if a “real man” or “good man” is desired. These are men who hold stable
and respectable employment, are drug free, and are socially and morally responsible.
Tammy discussed the difficulty of finding a “good man” and of her daughter’s
situation in today’s dating atmosphere:
She needs to grow within herself and put more love into her children instead of 
trying to find love out here, because there’s not very many men left in this world, 
especially at the age she’s at. It’s really kind of hard; especially in the Black 
community. You don’t meet very many real gentlemen or real men any more in 
this area. There are some, but I’d hate to have to be her age and searching and 
looking for a man.
The participants who were abused by middle-class Black men, felt compelled 
or were pressured by others to remain with the men because of their social status.
The batterers’ social status categorized them as “good men,” regardless of their 
abusive behaviors, particularly if they kept the abuse quiet, which these men tended 
to do (as will be examined in the next chapter). To a certain extent, the working-class 
men were viewed in the same manner because of their capability to hold employment.
Though many of the women discussed their frustrations with Black men, most 
of them (90%, n=36) continued to be romantically involved with them and did not 
date or marry men of other races and ethnicities. As described by Billie, some 
women believed, “I just don’t think that White men are strong enough for Black 
women. Aside from a review of homicides known to police and reported to the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation for its Supplemental Homicide Reports, which
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detailed interracial spousal homicides, little research was located on interracial
intimate partner violence. Mercy and Saltzman (1989) reported that for spousal
murders that occurred from 1979 to 1981, the rates of homicide within interracial
marriages were 7.7 times higher in comparison to intraracial marriages. Black
husbands had less chance of being killed by a non-Black spouse than Black wives,
White wives, and White husbands with a spouse of a different race (Mercy &
Saltzman, 1989). In speculating about the reasons for higher incidences of spousal
homicide among couples of different ages and races, Mercy and Saltzman concluded:
It may be that persons with different racial or generational backgrounds bring 
very different outlooks and lifestyles to a marriage that may contribute to more 
conflict, greater stress, and, ultimately to violence. External pressures brought on 
by family ostracism or by people outside the marriage, particularly for those 
partners in interracial marriages, could also contribute to stress and violence 
within the marriage, (pp. 597-598)
Eighteen-year-old Keisha was one of the exceptions to the preference to date
or marry only Black men. She disclosed that she thought by dating a White man, he
would be different than the Black men she knew growing up -  that is, her father,
some of her male relatives, and her mother’s boyfriends -  who were abusive or
otherwise disrespectful and irresponsible. She stated, “When I started dating, I
refused to date Black guys.” In spite of this, Keisha’s two abusive relationships were
with non-Black men. Keisha shared her perception of and experience with her
abusive White boyfriend:
He really thought that he had the power. And the thing is.. .he dates only Black 
girls... If you’re a White boy and you try to act superior to a Black woman, 
won’t you be scared?... But I think with Rex, he just didn’t care, because he 
wanted to be superior to anybody. It didn’t matter what color you were or who 
you were. It’s just how he was... When me and Rex first started talking he 
always used to tell me how he used to be afraid of Black women. And how he
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just can’t understand how guys can treat a Black woman so bad, because Black 
women are like the queens of the world... Then he turns around, does a one- 
eighty on me and goes psycho.
Among the other women who dated non-Black men, two of the women, 43-year-old 
Grace and 39-year-old Rebecca, reflected on the men’s racist perspectives. When 
Grace contemplated the behavior of her second husband, who was White, she realized 
the following: “I didn’t think he was racist, but I think that now. He couldn’t deal 
with the Mexican people, he couldn’t deal with the Black people.” But all four 
women concluded that battering is not unique to one race over another. Of 37-year- 
old Naomi’s four former abusers, one was White, two were Latino, and one was 
Black. Based on her experiences with men of different races and ethnicities, she 
spoke of how she eventually viewed all men as batterers regardless of race or 
ethnicity:
I looked at every man like that. The postman, “Yeah, you’re a potential abuser, 
batterer.” Black, White, does not matter. Color does not matter ... A lot of 
people say more Black men hit. I don’t think you can say that. You can’t say a 
specific race hits the most. You get that individual person, how angry that person 
is, what does it take to make a man hit a woman? I don’t think it’s the race.
INTERGENERATIONAL FACTORS
Many of the participants shared stories of their batterers’ childhood 
experiences of witnessing abuse or as victims of abuse. They made connections 
between those experiences and the men becoming abusive in their own intimate 
relationships. Markedly, there were no significant variations by socioeconomic status 
regarding an intergenerational explanation being used to rationalize the men’s
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battering. Olivia shared that, “Abuse is a man thing, it’s a cultural thing, it goes all
the way back to our ancestors. Very few women stepped forth and did anything. I
had found out that his parents were abusive to him. His mother was abusive to him...
I still say it comes from way back.” And 51-year-old Wendy explained:
His life became the life that he saw his mother was raised up in, that he didn’t 
want, but his life became the way he didn’t want... He’s always seen his mother 
go through that. Being abused by every man that she’s ever been with. He was 
brought up in a very abusive household. He saw his mother bow down, cowering 
to men.
A few of the women believed that if they would have known of their batterers’ 
abusive childhoods that these would have served as warning signs and they would 
have not become involved with the abusers. This was explained by 35-year-old 
Mariah:
Not until I got married did I find out about the abuse he had received from his 
mother and father... Come later, after I would go to family functions, I found out 
it was his parents abusing him. I found out that one time his father had knocked 
him and his sister down the stairs so hard he knocked both of them out. I wish I 
would have known, but he hid it so, so well.
More frequently, however, knowing of the abuse the batterers suffered as children 
only aided in providing the participants with another incentive for feeling sorry for 
the men and remaining in the relationships. Cassandra demonstrated this when she 
stated:
His mom and his twin brother and himself, they went through so much abuse and 
so much junk till I just couldn’t even believe my ears. I felt sorry for him. Never 
had I ever looked at that. He’s had his ribs broken by a stepdad... He was the 
kind of guy that was very controlling, very abusive. They seen abuse toward their 
mom.
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INFLUENCE FROM OTHER FORMS OF VIOLENCE
Violent stimuli such as media images, military experience, and peers can be 
considered to determine their extent of influence on batterers’ abusive behaviors. 
Again, as in other topics reported on in this chapter, no major differences were 
detected among the various socioeconomic classes of the batterers regarding the 
influence of or partiality for violence.
It has been purported through popular and political opinion that certain forms
of music, in particular, “hip-hop” and “rap,” have contributed to violence against
women and violence in the African American community (Russell-Brown, 2004;
Sullivan, 2003). Violent and misogynist representations of women are sometimes
portrayed in this music, which first appeared in the mid-1970s (Sullivan, 2003),
particularly within the subcategory of “gangsta rap.” The proposition is that woman-
hating hip-hop and rap music has desensitized African Americans -  males and
females alike -  causing disrespect and degradation of the female body and of
women’s and girls’ experiences. Tammy speculated that today’s misogynist hip-hop
music has lured young women and men into fantasizing risky lives:
Most of the girls coming up, even from the good families, they want to be with a 
thug. They want to be with the ones who sag their pants, the ones with the afros 
and the braids. And they’re the ones that don’t even care about ‘em, don’t know 
how to treat a woman. And in their music and all of that, they don’t care about 
how to treat ‘em.
Minimal research has been conducted on the effects of rap music on 
individual listeners (Russell-Brown, 2004; Sullivan, 2003) or the relationship 
between violence against women and misogynist lyrics. Gail Garfield, executive 
director of the Institute on Violence in New York City argued (in Amber, 1997) that
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the hip-hop culture is the latest scapegoat, and easiest target, for the explanation of 
intimate partner violence among young persons, even though violence against women 
has ensued for centuries as a cross-cultural epidemic without age barriers (Dobash & 
Dobash, 1979; Gordon, 1988; Martin, 1976; Pleck, 1989). In fact, as reported in 
Chapter One, intimate partner violence against women has decreased over the past 
several years; that is, in the period since the advent and increased dissemination of 
rap music.
Hooks (2004b, p. 62) suggested: “Although it intensifies the problem of black 
male violence against women and children, misogynist rap did not create the 
problem.” Harvey (1999) found that participants in her study affirmed a personal 
view of manhood that includes a rejection of violence against women in spite of 
depictions of violence and sexual conquest in many popular rap songs. This was 
attributed to the subjects identifying the music as mere entertainment, not life lessons. 
Bell and Mattis (2000) offer that only those men who have few to no role models 
exhibiting healthy treatment of women are susceptible to emulating the behaviors 
depicted in hip-hop and rap music toward their female acquaintances. Further,
Gillum (2002) found in a study on stereotypes of Black women that 94% of the 
African American men in her sample endorsed positive characteristics of Black 
women. In conclusion, a combination of various social and psychological factors, not 
the single element of degrading music, must be considered when forming theories of 
violence against African American women by African American men.
None of the participants identified that the reason for their batterers’ abusive 
actions was due to listening to violent and woman-hating music. However, 39-year-
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old Angie did make a connection between one of her batterer’s behavior and his
television viewing choices:
When they had violence on TV, or people fightin’, stuff like that, he would get 
into that. I don’t like to watch that kind of stuff. He would get into that. I would 
get mad. That kind of was a warning sign to me ‘cause he would really get into 
violence, whether it be street fighting or [TV] programs. It’s so hard to say what 
set him off. That’s the only sign that I would say was a warning sign.
Other women placed some of the reason for batterers’ behaviors on their 
violent acquaintances. Thirty-six-year-old Gloria reported, “I’m just thinking it’s 
because of the people that he was hanging out with.” Forty-two-year-old Laura said 
of her African born and raised abuser: “He was telling his brother about the problems 
he was having with me, which weren’t real problems. His brother suggested to him 
that if he beats me, he’ll control me and I will stop behaving like that.”
Lastly, a few women attributed the battering to their mates’ history in the 
military. This has been addressed in previous research, but no conclusions have been 
made (Heyman & Neidig, 1999; Newby et al., 2000). Thirty-nine-year-old Zora’s 
boyfriend was in the armed forces prior to their relationship. About his abuse, she 
concluded: “I think a lot of that contributed to him being in the Marines. I remember 
thinking, ‘This guy’s angry... ’ I feel they’re very abusive, very angry people.” 
Decidedly, popular depictions of violence, peers supporting violence, and military 
training did not appear to be overwhelmingly significant factors identified by the 
women as reasoning for the batterers’ violent behaviors.
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DISLIKE OF WOMEN
A number of participants expressed how they noticed the batterers, throughout 
all social classes, had a general dislike of women. The participants deduced that it 
was these attitudes that made it easy for the batterers to be violent and otherwise 
abusive because of their disrespect for women. The participants typically placed the 
batterers’ contempt of the women in the men’s poor treatment by their mothers during 
child development or with previous unhealthy intimate relationships with women. 
Renee explained:
He had hit me as if he were hitting someone else. As he was hitting me, he was 
spewing out, “You women are always...!” It dawned on me that I didn’t want to 
die or take an ass beating for a litany of women that were abusive to him... It was 
my first exposure or realization to the fact that men have issues just like we do. 
Their abusive childhoods are just like ours. I was actually fighting with this guy 
for what he thought I had done to him that was similar to what other women had 
done to him. So he had not been dealing with his issues as they came and went.
Repeatedly, I was told by the women that the relationship between the man
and his mother should have been a warning sign to them. They communicated that if
a man does not like his mother, then he is not going to like women in general, and this
can occasionally develop into violence against women. Angie shared, “I know he
didn’t like his mother, either, and they say that’s something.” Keisha stated, “If a guy
is not gonna respect his mother, what makes you think he’s gonna respect you?” She
learned of this principle from a woman she befriended in a battered women’s shelter.
Finally, like Wendy, the women who spoke of this connection typically received the
advice from their mothers or othermothers:
My mom always told me to look at that situation. She said, “If the man is abusive 
to his mother, then he’s gonna treat you like he treats his mother. If he’s loving
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and kind and have respect for his mother, then he’ll have respect for you.” He 
didn’t have respect for his mom.
SUBSTANCE USE AND ABUSE
Previous research suggested that alcohol and other drug use is correlated with 
higher levels of intimate partner violence among couples (Soler, Vinayak, & 
Quadagno, 2000; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980). The participants in my study 
made various connections between batterers’ substance use and violence. Some felt 
that without the presence of alcohol or drug dependency their intimate partners would 
not be batterers. Other participants believed substance use worsened preexisting 
violent behavior.
A few of the women believed that their mates’ use of drugs was the reason for
them getting abused. They believed the batterer to be a good person but for the drug
and alcohol use. Forty-three-year-old Inez declared about her batterer: “He was quiet,
sweet, loving [when he was sober]. It was the drugs and alcohol.” Twenty-six-year-
old Erica had a similar assessment about one of her abusers:
He was drunk all the time, an alcoholic. He was nice, though. I wouldn’t say he 
was bad. He was a really nice person... I felt sorry for him, ‘cause he would call 
and apologize over the phone, “I’m sorry.” I was like, “You need to stop 
drinking, that’s your main thing.” He didn’t want to stop drinking.
As demonstrated in other sections of this chapter, when participants “felt 
sorry” for the batterers it hindered their ability to escape the relationship. As evident 
in Erica’s anecdote, this notion of feeling sorry for the batterer appears again. They 
pitied the abusers for their substance dependencies and the problems that led to the
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substance abuse. Accordingly, the women would focus on persuading the batterer to 
be free of substance use and abuse, assuming the abuse would stop once that occurred 
(Kantor & Straus, 1987).
Some of the participants related that as the batterers’ drug addictions 
worsened, they would show more angry and violent behavior when they were 
between dosages, which has been supported in other research (Testa, Quigley, & 
Leonard, 2003). Yolanda found this to be the case with one of her abusers. She said, 
“At first it was all beautiful. [Then] the crack cocaine came out. He started dilly­
dallying in that. He would get more violent when he couldn’t get it,” Phoebe also 
experienced this occurrence: “He used to get intoxicated or high a lot. There were 
times when he was sober, but I think that when he got sober he would get irritated 
because he needed to get high again. It was a constant circle of madness that I was 
dealin’ with with him.” When I questioned Deborah if her batterer would hit only 
when he had been drinking, she replied, “Nope, he could be sober, it would just come 
out of the blue. In a way I wished he’d drink, ‘cause I kind of know what to expect. 
But sometimes it would come out of the blue.”
Though many of the women made a connection between the batterer’s 
substance use and battering or increased battering, some of the women contended that 
though the use contributed to the violence, the violent tendency was already part of 
the batterer’s character even without alcohol and other drugs. Cicely found that “It 
contributed. [But] it enlightens what already is going on within your mind anyway.., 
It gave you courage to say whatever.” Forty-five-year-old Helene concluded: “It can 
add to it, but those [are] excuses that people use, especially men. ‘I was drunk. I was
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high.’ That’s not true... That’s just an excuse. You can slip without that shit. There 
is something wrong. Anger. Maybe they’re all bipolar.”
Overwhelmingly, for those women who reported substance use by their 
abusers, they stated that the victimization was present without alcohol and other drugs, 
but the use made the battering incidents more injurious, as demonstrated by 22-year- 
old Ebony, who stated, “When he was under the influence, that’s when he did the 
most vicious stuff, and when I had to go to the hospital.”
SUMMARY
The participants’ reasoning for their batterers’ behavior typically resembled 
that of previous research on causes of woman battering by males. This chapter 
categorized the women’s perceptions into six areas: (1) gender and socioeconomic 
factors; (2) race and ethnicity factors; (3) intergenerational factors; (4) influence from 
other forms of violence; (5) dislike of women; and (6) substance use and abuse. The 
area garnering the most scrutiny by the women were those factors relating to gender 
roles and socioeconomic concerns. Attempting to adhere to traditional relationship 
roles often caused conflict in the women’s relationships. Because many African 
American families do not appear similar to the traditional patriarchal nuclear family, 
to attempt to follow this model is oftentimes unrealistic and problematic.
The women frequently found themselves disappointed in their mates because 
they did not view them as “real men” due to the men’s battering behaviors and lack of 
responsibility. However, if the women were able to be romantically involved with a 
man who was outwardly an upstanding member of the community, it made it more
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difficult to terminate the relationship once he became abusive. While four of the 
women were involved with non-Black batterers, none of them detected any major 
differences between these men and Black men in battering behaviors. In fact, their 
experiences reinforced that battering is not unique to any particular race or ethnic 
group.
Just as many of the participants were exposed to violence as youth, several of 
the women attributed abuse exposure during the batterers’ childhoods to their 
propensity to abuse others as adults. Many women simply believed their abusive 
mates had a dislike of women based on the way the batterers tried to exert their power 
and control traits in an abusive manner. The introduction of alcohol and other drug 
use by the batterers was identified as a factor in frequency or seriousness of battering, 
but not a cause, as the women determined that the batterers’ violent behavior (or 
proclivity to violence) was part of their character. Lastly, the influence or admiration 
of violent images was rarely mentioned as a causal factor for abuse and is deemed a 
weak effect on the batterers’ behaviors based on the respondents’ reports.
As in the previous chapter, the subculture of violence theory is refuted as a 
way of explaining the permeation of violence among African Americans based on the 
analysis of the women’s perceptions of the batterers. Throughout this chapter, 
elements of Black feminist and critical race feminist theories were quite evident and 
are more appropriate in making assumptions about batterers’ abusive behaviors. 
However, since this was not a study directly involving the batterers, extant research 
was not exhaustively examined regarding the causes of battering. Certainly, further
152
research is needed on the experiences and behaviors of African American male 
batterers and causal factors for their behaviors using similar theoretical framework.
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CHAPTER 6 
EXPERIENCES WITH INTIMATE PARTNER ABUSE 
INTRODUCTION
The participants in this study were exposed to a diverse array of abusive 
actions by their intimate partners. The women encountered verbal, mental, physical, 
and sexual abuse, as well as other forms of maltreatment. The respondents, whether 
with or without a history of exposure to violence, often found themselves ill-equipped 
to ascertain the best method to contend with the abuse, and it took most of them 
several attempts to remove themselves from the precarious circumstances (which will 
be addressed in Chapters Eight and Nine). The few women who did not have 
significant exposure to any form of violence had idealistic views about intimate 
relationships based on their relatively uneventful upbringings, and were shocked 
when the violence started. Unfortunately, as presented in Chapter Four, most of the 
women in the sample experienced some form of violence as children; therefore, they 
had been familiarized to the transgressions that can take place within the family, 
particularly among couples. Due to their familiarity with abuse, these women 
typically aspired and attempted to avoid entering into abusive intimate relationships, 
but were still stunned, like those respondents who were not socialized to violence, 
when the abuse started.
The participants’ experiences of abuse by intimate partners are detailed and 
analyzed in this chapter in the context of Black feminist theory, which, in part, 
considers Black women’s lives to be affected by their multiplicative identity (Wing, 
1997, 2003). As it applies here, I identified three main components of battered Black
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w o m e n ’s multiplicative identity, which considers their gender, race, and 
socioeconomic status, each as significant and interwoven parts. This multiplicative 
identity was complicated by their circumstance as battered women. In this chapter I 
describe the women’s entry into the abusive relationships, the originating events in 
their abusive relationships, and the forms and frequency of abuse.
INITIATING EVENTS
As iterated above, the women in this study, like most women, had idealistic 
ideas of entering into satisfying intimate couplings, free of major conflict. They 
aspired to secure a man who would be a substantial provider, both financially and 
emotionally. Most of the women preferably sought relationships with Black men, 
though a few women did date and marry men of other races and ethnicities, as 
illustrated in the previous chapter. The participants entered their abusive 
relationships as early as their teenage years and as late as midlife. In this section I 
describe and examine the women’s experiences with entering into abusive 
relationships and the initiation of the abuse.
Entree into the Abusive Relationship
In Chapter Four I reported that many of the women were propelled into 
abusive intimate relationships as a result of leaving their abusive homes of origin 
prematurely and landing in the initial comfort of their first abusers. Twenty-eight- 
year-old Isis welcomed the attention she had not received from previous interactions 
with intimate male partners, while dealing with witnessing the abuse of her mother, 
Deborah, also a study participant, by Isis’s stepfather. In the initial stage of Isis’s
155
relationship with her first abusive partner, he possessed the preferred qualities and
behaviors that many individuals desire in a mate:
He took me places. He met my mom. He was always really respectful. He 
introduced me to his family. It was gradual. It was courting, in the traditional 
sense of the word. Once we got close enough together, he said, “You know, you 
don’t have to live with your mom and your stepdad, you can live with me.” His 
father was for it. So I moved in with him when I was 17, 18 years old.
Twenty-four-year-old Phoebe was raised in a two-parent home where her father was
mentally and physically abusive toward her, and both parents were addicted to drugs
and were neglectful of all the children in the home. Phoebe’s experiences in an
abusive home and inexperience with intimate relationships facilitated her entry into
an abusive relationship:
I was really young at the time. He was 30 to my 17. I was still a virgin and didn’t 
know anything about relationships at all in any way, shape, or form. I had never 
really been in a relationship. I had little boyfriends to talk to, and went out to 
movies or whatever, it was very platonic. I think he was very vindictive in what 
he did to me. He knew that I was really naive, and he kind of forced the 
relationship on me... The relationship went really fast, ‘cause the type of person 
he is. So, one thing led to another, and I got pregnant about a year later with my 
first... [H]e just kind of made me believe he was something he wasn’t. I 
believed him. I realized later on it was all lies.
The few women who had not been exposed to violence may not have been
attempting to escape the home, but may have been receiving messages about
expectations of them as women. For instance, 35-year-old Cassandra, who was raised
in the middle-class by both biological parents, spoke of one of the tenets among her
family of origin regarding marriage and procreation:
That’s another thing I was taught. If you want to get married, definitely do not 
ever, heaven forbid, my mom told me, don’t ever have a kid out of wedlock. [She 
said,] “I don’t care if you marry the wrong person. You might marry the wrong 
person, but at least have a kid with someone you’re married to.”
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Clearly, messages like the one conveyed to Cassandra can lead young women 
into abusive relationships, even if they know they are abusive, for the sake of the 
family’s honor and reputation. This way of thinking also affects the women’s ability 
to terminate these marriages, as it is their duty to make the relationship work and 
because it just “does not look good” if you are a single mother. However, as Collins 
(2000, p. 161) argued, “Black single mothers are not as looked down upon in Black 
civil society, because most African-American women know that Black men are hard 
to find,” so the concern of being a single mother may be more of an issue among 
African Americans in the middle-class (as was Cassandra’s background) or higher 
classes since they often attempt to emulate and live by the standards of the traditional 
White family (see Spurlock & Booth, 1988).
As also established in Chapter Four, the participants’ abilities to adequately 
detect the warning signs of a batterer were often deficient regardless of the levels of 
socialization to violence. Fifty-four-year-old Michelle was mentally and verbally 
abused by her father, grandmother, and an aunt, and demonstrated how this history 
resulted in a deficient aptitude to see the warning signs: “I guess I’d been used to so 
much abuse, and I’d stood up under so much, it didn’t jump out at me as it might 
have.” Thirty-nine-year-old Angie, who witnessed her mother’s abuse by a stepfather, 
also reflected on how she felt when her batterer first revealed his abusive conduct: “I 
started seeing things. I said, ‘Why didn’t I pick up on this?’” The women who were 
not directly exposed to violence between intimates during their upbringing also had 
difficulty recognizing warning signs, but their inaptitude was related to their lack of 
exposure to such relationships. Cassandra replied: “It’s like, why didn’t he show me
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before? Show me you’re abusive way before the marriage. They’re not going to do 
that. They’re like predators and you’re like P-R-E-Y.” Though the women had 
different levels of socialization to violence -  that is, from none to serious and 
multiple exposures during childhood -  at some point in their relationships they each 
were able to surmise that batterers use manipulative techniques to secure the women’s 
trust and love. Richie (1996) reported that battered Black women are more likely 
than battered White women to convey that their abusive relationships were initially 
pleasing. This is consistent with my study, where the majority of my sample 
described circumstances where they were, at the outset, quite happy.
The participants were better able to retrospectively determine warning signs of 
an abuser. At the time of the interviews they were able to ascertain that the abusers 
were at fault and had the captivating ability to manipulate the women into 
relationships that were bound to turn abusive because of the batterers’ inherent 
behaviors (Walker, 2000), In their narratives, however, the participants demonstrated 
the self-blame that is often exhibited by battered women (Belknap, 2001), particularly 
in the early stages of the abusive relationship (Walker, 2000). Thirty-eight-year-old 
Leah expressed this introspection of herself and retrospection of her batterers’ 
behaviors:
I understand I am a dense type of person, but abusers are very charismatic. They 
put their best foot forward. Once you get sucked in, you wake up one morning 
and it’s like, how in the hell did I get here? An abuser is...they’re gonna put their 
best behavior on to get you. Then once you have them, they show all their ugly 
shit. That’s hard.
Many others, including 45-year-old Helene, endorsed this same pragmatic attitude:
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You find this shit out after. Not before he’s gonna tell you, “I beat the shit out of 
my girlfriend, or my ex-wife.” Who’s gonna tell you that? You can’t even admit 
it to the person you’re married to now when you’re wrong. Who starts out dating 
saying, “Let me let you beware that I’m abusive.”
Some of the participants sought out idealistic relationships with idealistic men, 
but many, because of their previous direct experiences with or images of men pursued 
mates who met what they considered to be more realistic standards. Because of the 
apparent shortage of heterosexual Black men (James, Tucker, & Mitchell-Kernan, 
1996) as potential mates due to incarceration, violence, and other reasons, the women 
wanted everything in a relationship but actually demanded little as found in other 
research on women who have been exposed to general violence in their lives (Richie, 
2003b). Many of the participants typically desired that the suitor have a job, not 
overuse drugs and alcohol, and provide a role model for the children, particularly for 
any boys already, or expected to be, born into the family. Unfortunately, if the men 
met these minimal criteria, the women found it harder to dissolve the relationship 
once the abuse started. Cassandra’s description of how batterers camouflage their 
abusive persona shows how she measured a “good man” by his employment status: 
“Maybe some people with common sense know that they wouldn’t be with the wrong 
person, but everybody doesn’t know that they’re with the wrong person. That person 
could have a decent job and you still don’t know you’re with the wrong person.” In 
spite of Cassandra’s appraisal, many of the women’s companions did not hold regular 
or meaningful employment. The lower-income participants were more likely to 
accept this status, at least initially, if the men offered other positive attributes. The 
women who had children and were raising them by themselves often desired to have a 
husband as a companion and a father to their children regardless of socioeconomic
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and employment status. Phoebe demonstrated the importance of this when she spoke
of her requirements for marriage after she became pregnant:
I decided I just wanted to be with one person. That’s how my parents are. They 
dealt with each other for many years, and that’s sort of how I was thinking at the 
time. It’s like, “Well, I’m not gonna give up on this because I’m pregnant. I 
don’t want to be with anybody else, because this is his child. He should take 
responsibility.” I thought that that’s how it should be. So I tried to stick with it 
and I tried to stay and make it work, and it just never worked out. It just got 
worse.
Thirty-two-year-old Aaliyah conveyed her acceptance of her abusive husband’s drug
use prior to the start of his battering, particularly since he was bringing some money
into the home. Her reaction to the drug use resulted, in part, from the abusive and
neglectful experiences displayed by her father:
I started to notice that [my husband] smoked marijuana. I was like, OK, it’s not 
that bad. He’s still giving me money. He’s still taking care of everything. It 
didn’t bother me. I had my [second] daughter. Things started to change. He’d be 
gone all night; he’d come home at one or two o’clock in the morning. When I 
first met him, he’d always be home between six and seven... I was afraid to say 
something... I was afraid of what he might say because I was always afraid to 
approach my father. So I was always afraid to approach him, too, just because he 
was a man and I thought that I couldn’t say anything. My dad would never let me 
talk to him. I could never go to him and say anything. He would either ignore me 
or give me this look. He was very unapproachable. I felt like if I say something 
to [my husband], maybe he’s going to say he wants to leave or maybe he’s gonna 
ignore me. It wasn’t like he was this big, scary guy. Nothing like that. He was 
actually a pretty nice guy.
As demonstrated, whether participants had been habituated as youth to abuse 
among intimates or not, they identified precursors to abusive behavior. The women 
were also more willing to establish relationships with men who met only a portion of 
what they desired in an intimate companion. These lowered standards relate to the 
discussion in the previous chapter regarding the women typically wanting to be with
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men of the same race and feeling pity for the Black man’s discounted status in the 
United States.
First Abusive Episode and Reaction
Each of the women expressed that they were astounded at the time of the first 
physical strike, which is consistent with other research (e.g., Browne, 1987; Richie, 
1996). Regardless of being raised in a home of violence, the reactions of the 
participants were remarkably similar. The first hit usually occurred between the first 
couple of months and the first couple of years in the relationship. A few of the 
women recalled their first hit being on their wedding night, which served as even 
more confusion and further justification to them that such behavior is sometimes part 
of married life.
It was easier for the women to recall the first physical attack by their intimate
partners than the commencement of mental abuse. Much of this is due to the subtlety
exuded by the batterers in their progressively controlling and abusive behaviors. Also,
as mentioned above, several of the women’s ability to initially detect mental abuse
was impaired dependent on the effect any abuse during their upbringing had on their
aptitude to recognize the warning signs. A history of abuse made it more difficult to
properly read the signs of mental abuse by intimate partners. Leah was one of the
women who were able to retrospectively identify the emotional abuse that often
precedes physical abuse:
When I got with Vic, I didn’t even know it was abuse. I just know I didn’t like 
the way it made me feel. At first it was verbal. It’s not like he called me a bitch; 
he never called me a name or cussed at me. Just the way he spoke to me and the 
things he would say. I didn’t even know that was abuse. I just knew that it made 
me really depressed. It made me sad. It made me cry. He would say I was too 
sensitive and he would have to watch how he spoke to me. I didn’t even know
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until he got physical with me and we had to leave and the counseling that I got in 
the shelters, that I realized that it was abuse.
Forty-three-year-old Grace, who was raised in a working-class home, was easily able
to distinguish that her husband’s threatening behavior was abuse, because of his
potentially lethal means of aggression. Though shocked by her husband’s actions,
Grace, who witnessed her older sister in an abusive relationship, showed great calm
in dealing with his hostility:
I was upstairs on the couch with the baby laying on my chest and we’d fallen 
asleep. I woke up to hear this click-click. I looked up over the couch and there he 
was with a shotgun. He couldn’t stand still, he was that drunk. He started talking 
this crazy stuff about, ‘T il kill the two of you and then I’ll kill myself...” I 
slowly pushed the gun away. I started talking to him, put the baby down in the 
bassinet and pushed it around the corner, and kept talking to him, trying to get 
him to at least put the gun down. I got him to go upstairs, but he wouldn’t let the 
gun go. All I could think of was, I’ve got to at least get him quiet. Once he goes 
to sleep, he’ll pass out. He’ll wake up later and he won’t remember any of this.,.
I didn’t tell anybody. I just figured this is what a wife goes through.
As already established, regardless of the amount of socialization to violence, 
the women related similar responsive feelings to the first hit. Forty-four-year-old 
Yolanda is one of the few women who were not exposed to any major and significant 
forms of violence during upbringing. Yolanda was raised in a middle-class home 
with both biological parents and five siblings. She was financially reliant on the 
batterer and described the first physical episode in an intimate relationship as follows: 
“My children’s father slapped me. I was stunned.,. It came as a total surprise. After 
that I felt intimidated, scared. I kept going along with it because he was the financial 
provider.” Forty-five-year-old Deborah, whose sole socialization to violence was 
witnessing her mother’s abuse by her father said about her abusive partner: “He had
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told me to do something and I didn’t do it and he strangled me. I blacked out. I got
scared because that’s the first time somebody ever hit me.”
Isis was a victim of mental abuse by her stepfather and witnessed his mental
and physical abuse on her mother, Deborah, in a low-income setting. Isis discussed
her emotional response to the first strike by her boyfriend:
The first time he hit me was over a real stupid argument, like who was going to 
do the laundry or something, and it just kind of exploded. He slapped me. I just 
remember going in the bathroom and sitting there and thinking, “He hit me. How 
could Tariq do this to me? He never put his hands on me. How could he do this 
to me?” I asked him, “How could you do that?”. .. Of course, he tried to 
apologize. Of course he did what they all do: apologetic, immediately wanted to 
have sex, ‘cause he thought that was gonna some kind of way take my heart off of 
this big handprint on my face. And it didn’t. It didn’t at all. It wasn’t even a 
Band-Aid at that point. I started telling him, “You know what I go through, living 
with my mom and my stepdad, and I don’t think I’m coming here if you’re going 
to do the same thing.” A long time passed before he did it again, probably about 
nine months... It wasn’t a matter of me thinking he could change. I thought 
maybe that time I pushed one of those buttons. Maybe that time maybe I kind of 
deserved it. But I knew the second time that he hit me, I knew I didn’t deserve it.
Aaliyah was raised in the middle-class and endured several forms of abuse.
She was mentally and physically abused by her biological father and witnessed his
mental abuse toward her stepmother. This is Aaliyah’s recounting of her first
physical victimization with a steady partner:
I went to walk up the stairs. I turned around because I saw him following me. 
When I turned around, he just smacked me right in my face! I was shocked. I 
was so shocked I didn’t cry.,. After I realized what he did, then I started to cry... 
He just started saying how sorry he was. I just forgave him, like that. It was real 
simple. He said he didn’t mean to do it and he was just upset because I was gone 
and he didn’t know where I was.
Another response by the participants was to “work harder” at being a good 
wife or good girlfriend, thinking that doing so would remedy the problems in the
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relationships they believed caused the abuse. This aspiration to be a good wife or
girlfriend was typically rooted in the women’s socialization during their childhoods
and destructive messages girls receive about women’s roles in society and in
relationships (Belknap & Potter, forthcoming). Helene, as well as a few other women,
recognized the damage done by childhood stories written especially for girls that
continue to penetrate mainstream children’s media (also see Towns & Adams, 2000).
Helene offered the association between girlhood development through these media,
the expected outcomes for adult intimate relationships, and the recurrent realities
women encounter in their intimate partnerships: “Those Cinderella stories ruined me.
What happened to Prince Charming? What happened to the man on the white horse?
I refused to raise my daughter with that mess.” Forty-five-year-old Renee, whose
mother did not meet the definition of the Strong Black Woman, initially attempted to
mimic her mother’s behavior: “I was the perfect mom. I was a Stepford wife. During
the day I would have mommy duties, everything with my kids.”
Some Black women may attempt to take on and perhaps overemphasize the
traditional role in order to detract from the contradictory stereotypes of being
unfeminine or being hypersexual, as frequently ascribed to Black women (also see
Collins, 2000). In Chapters Two and Five I discussed the issues of Black women and
men co-opting traditional and alternative roles within their intimate relationships with
each other. Those discussions clearly carryover to the information presented here. In
particular, Collins (2000, p. 157) suggested:
[S]ome Black women feel they must subordinate their needs to those of Black 
men in order to help Black men regain and retain their manhood. Yet at the same 
time, Black women’s daily struggles for survival encourage patterns of self-
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reliance and self-valuation that benefit not just Black women, but men and 
children as well.
Wendy, a 51-year-old who was raised middle-class, witnessed the abuse of
her mother by her father and stepfather, and described her mother as a fighter in the
relationships. Initially, Wendy attempted to comply with traditional standards of a
wife’s duties in the home: “I wanted to be the perfect little wife. Do everything right,
the Army wife.” Forty-two-year-old Billie grew up in a low-income setting, and
suffered and witnessed multiple forms of neglect and abuse during her childhood. In
her first abusive relationship, Billie’s boyfriend was able to provide her a home in a
stable apartment, which allowed her to move out of government housing. All of these
things, combined with her desire to experience a healthy relationship (something, to
date, she had not experienced in her own relationships or those of the family members
around her), led to Billie’s attempt to be the ideal wife and mother:
I tried to do the little wife thing. I tried to cook, clean up, keep the house clean.., 
He didn’t want me to work. He was like, “You stay at home and take care of 
[your daughter] and the house.” It was OK at first. I was 21 and he was 20. It 
was great. It was kind of good there at the beginning. Then all hell broke loose.
It is noteworthy that Wendy and Billie, and a few other participants prefaced 
“wife” with the term “little.” Based on their attempts to conform themselves to the 
role of traditional wife, it is as though “little wife” was seen as something less than or 
subordinate to their desired conduct and role in intimate relationships, perhaps rooted 
in their resilient personalities. This detail supports the deductions presented in 
Chapter Eleven regarding the participants’ self-perceptions as Strong Black Women 
and of White women as fitting the more traditional role.
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As indicated in Wendy’s statement above, 37-year-old Naomi was also an
“Army wife.” In addition, she was raised in the home of her career-military father
and her mother, who, like Renee’s mother, was not described as the Strong Black
Woman. However, Naomi was not introduced to any major and significant forms of
violence during her youth. She described her challenges with appeasing her abusive
husband, for which many of her efforts were grounded in the traditional images of
womanhood and the onus on the victim for the batterer’s behavior. Unlike many of
the other women, Naomi’s conciliation lasted the duration of the marriage:
All through the marriage I thought, “What am I doing wrong?” My dad didn’t hit 
my mom. Maybe it’s because I can’t cook. I thought, maybe if I could cook. I 
had all these recipe books and recipe cards and made a new recipe a week. That 
didn’t work. So something else is wrong. I always kept myself good. I did my 
hair everyday and my make-up. But I barely wore any make-up, wasn’t allowed. 
The house was sparkling clean. And yet there was something that I was doing 
wrong.
As many of the women came to discover, their efforts of subduing their 
abusers’ behavior by aspiring to be the perfect wife or girlfriend were futile. 
Irrespective of socioeconomic status, age, and level of violence experienced during 
their upbringings, the women each responded with bewilderment to the first physical 
abuse event in an intimate relationship. Very few women began fighting back upon 
the first hit. However, as I will demonstrate in Chapter Seven, most of the women 
eventually began to retaliate and even became the initial aggressors in battering 
incidents as the relationships evolved. Oftentimes this occurred upon the second 
physical victimization, as the women recovered from their shock to the initial 
physical abuse and adapted a different response. The following comments by Angie 
and 36-year-old Gloria are evidence of the disbelief produced by the first hit and
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demonstrate how fighting back was a part of the women’s thought processes but was
overcome by their stunned reaction:
I called him out of his name. He hit me. We started fighting... I just kind of let 
him go ahead and beat me down. He’s a big guy, and I wasn’t gonna win this. 1 
was like, “OK. What was that? What did I say?” It lasted for a few minutes and 
it was over. I don’t know what actually start that, what nerve did I hit for him to 
react just like that? When that was done, I’m mad, ready to go, but I’m still 
sitting there.
When he slapped me, that was the first time he hit me. He hit me so hard that my 
face, I couldn’t believe that. That just shocked me. I didn’t know if I should hit 
him back or just let it go. I just stayed down, I didn’t even get up.
In summation, the women’s responses to the first physical attack were not 
necessarily dictated by socioeconomic status, age, or childhood exposure to violence. 
Across these various characteristics, the women had similar experiences. Though 
mental abuse is often deemed more damaging than physical abuse (e.g., Follingstad et 
al., 1990; Herbert, Silver, & Ellard, 1991; Jones et al., 2003), which will be described 
in a later section, the participants had a less difficult time recognizing the start of the 
physical abuse. Notably, the vast majority of the women was shocked by the first hit, 
but quickly relinquished the unrealistic and passe role of the overly accommodating 
female mate and adapted a more retaliatory self-defense stance by the time of the 
second assault.
FORMS AND FREQUENCY OF ABUSE
Abusive relationships include various forms of maltreatment by intimate 
partners. The four types of abuse among romantic couples as recognized by Tong 
(1984) were non-sexual physical abuse, sexual abuse, psychological abuse, and
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destruction of property and pets. A fifth type of maltreatment is economic-related 
abuse (Belknap & Potter, forthcoming). A relationship is “abusive” if at least one of 
these forms of abuse is present, and in more lengthy relationships batterers may 
employ all five methods of abuse (Belknap & Potter, forthcoming). These forms of 
abuse are prevalent across race, ethnicity, culture, sexual orientation, and 
socioeconomic categories as is evident in the wide-ranging literature reviewed for this 
study. However, it is the methods in which the women respond to these bad deeds 
that may vary across these characteristics, which was a major impetus for this study. 
All of the participants suffered from both non-sexual physical and mental/verbal 
abuse by their partners. Other forms of abuse, such as sexual mistreatment, stalking, 
and property destruction, were also experienced, but not by each of the women. Each 
of the types of abuse experienced by the women in this study and the manners in 
which they experienced them will be discussed in this section of the chapter after 
basic definitions and foundational information of the forms of abuse are illustrated. 
Abuse Classifications and Descriptions
Non-sexual physical abuse includes behaviors such as pushing, slapping, or 
punching, and any form of corporal aggression that does not involve sex or sexually- 
related behavior. Non-sexual physical abuse is the most commonly known form of 
intimate partner abuse, but it is crucial to consider other forms of abuse, as all forms 
of maltreatment between intimate partners is harmful (Belknap & Potter, 
forthcoming).
Sexual abuse involves any unwanted sexual advances by an intimate partner. 
Within this, both coercive and forced methods of unwanted sex are part of the
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definition. Coercive sexual abuse would entail an abuser cajoling or verbally 
threatening a mate to concede to have sex. Forced sex would include a more 
physically threatening or physically aggressive method of having sex. Examples of 
forced sexual abuse can include a male batterer holding the victim down using his 
arms or his entire body or pressing a gun or knife to the victim as she is forcefully 
offended.
The third type of abuse, psychological or mental abuse, is where an abuser 
verbally demeans or threatens an intimate mate. Though non-sexual physical abuse 
garners the most attention by the public and the criminal processing system, women 
victims of intimate abuse have deemed this form of abuse the most damaging (e.g., 
Follingstad et al., 1990; Herbert, Silver, & Ellard, 1991; Jones et al., 2003). Also, 
intimate partners sometimes destruct their partners’ property and harm their partners’ 
pets. This fourth category of abuse is often used as a form of threats by the 
perpetrators to their partners that the owners of the property and pets (i.e., the victims) 
may also be physically harmed (Belknap, 2001; Belknap & Potter, forthcoming).
Economic abuse, the fifth method in which victimization can occur in a 
relationship, is where one mate strictly controls how money is dispensed and used in 
the household (Belknap & Potter, forthcoming). For women in marginalized 
positions, economic abuse could also include the abuser controlling government 
subsidies; for instance, stealing food stamps or forcing women who receive assistance 
with housing to allow the abuser to secretly live in the residence. Residing with a 
person not on a lease and who receives a government rent subsidy is a violation of 
both the landlord’s lease and the government housing authority. Losing these types
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of leases is a hardship for some women due to the already difficult task of locating 
this category of reduced-cost housing.
In association to the issue of economic factors in abusive relationships, 
Lambert and Firestone (2000) determined that women in higher socioeconomic 
classes and with education at least equivalent to their intimate partners suffered fewer 
forms of abuse than women in lower-income relationships and with less education 
than their mates. Regarding employment outside the home, Macmillan and Gartner 
(1999, p. 957) found that “[wjomen’s labor force participation. ..lowers risks of 
spousal abuse when their male partners are also employed but substantially increases 
risks when their male partners are not employed.” They measured work as a 
symbolic action instead of as a socioeconomic aspect. Further research has made 
comparisons between Blacks and Whites and among Blacks based on types of abuse 
and incorporating socioeconomic status. Lockhart (1991) found that fewer lower- 
income African Americans than lower-income Whites reported discord concerning 
relatives, friends, and the male mate’s job. The middle-class African American 
respondents in her study reported more conflict regarding the man’s jealousy, but less 
conflict about the children than did middle-class Whites. Lastly, more White upper- 
class participants than upper-class Blacks reported conflicts regarding household 
tasks and decision-making. In their study of 486 undergraduate and graduate students 
and 81 faculty and staff members at a historically Black university, Huang and Gunn 
(2001) found that lower-class Blacks were not more likely to be involved in abusive 
relationships than Blacks in higher classes. They concluded that socioeconomic 
status, which included the measurement of personal and family income and education,
170
does not predict intimate partner violence among African Americans. This 
contradicted findings in other studies that have established that a greater proportion of 
lower-income individuals are involved in domestic violence than persons within the 
higher income categories (e.g., Rennison & Welchans, 2000; Straus, Gelles, & 
Steinmetz, 1980; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). There were some variations between 
the women in my study based on socioeconomic class regarding the types of abuse. 
These will be discussed in detail throughout this chapter.
Number and Length of Abusive Relationships
The women in my study had anywhere between one and multiple abusive 
relationships, with at least one of each of the women’s relationships involving 
physical abuse and there was socioeconomic class variation by the number of abusive 
relationships the women were in. Middle-class women were in the fewest abusive 
relationships. The number of abusive relationships by socioeconomic class is 
displayed in Table 5.1. Women raised in middle-class settings, as well as those 
classified as middle-class at the time of the interview had an average of 1.7 abusive 
relationships. Working-class participants at the time of the interview had an average 
of 2.2 abusive relationships, and those reared in this class status as youth averaged 2.7 
abusive relationships. Women raised in lower-class had an average of 2.3 abusive 
relationships and 2.5 for women in this category at the time of the interview. Some of 
the women were in a higher class during their abusive relationships (n=7) than they 
were at the time of the interview. In certain situations it was more beneficial to 
consider the women’s socioeconomic status during their abusive relationships or 
during their youth. In the analysis that follows, I make these distinctions. Though
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many of the women had several abusive relationships, each participant happened to 
be in abusive relationships where each of their batterers was in the same class.
Table 5.1. Number of Abusive Relationships by Class
During
During Abusive At Time of
Childo  _________
No. of No. of No. of
Participants Avg. Participants Avg. Participants Avg.
Low-income 15 2.3 10 2.5 15 2.5
Working-class 12 2.7 25 2.2 19 2.2
Middle-class 13 1.7 5 1.6 6 1.7
The participants’ abusive relationships lasted anywhere from a few weeks to 
16 years, however, most of the relationships had a duration of less than fi ve years. I 
found no major variations by socioeconomic status regarding the length of time the 
women remained in the relationships. Lambert and Firestone (2000, p. 63) proposed 
that it “seems likely that the longer one remains in a relationship, the more 
dependency one feels toward one’s partner who then would need fewer abuse 
techniques to maintain control.” Based on their supposition, and because most of the 
women in my study eventually demonstrated tremendous amounts of force toward 
their abusers (i.e., fighting back) and often were the main sources of income in their 
households, the relationships were highly unlikely to be long-lasting.
PHYSICAL ASSAULTS
Concerning physical victimizations of the participants by their intimate 
partners, I will address three substantial trends identified in the data: (1) the batterers’
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choices of where they hit the women (on their bodies and whether they tended to be 
violent in public or in private); (2) physical aggression during pregnancy; and (3) 
sexual abuse.
Location of Abuse
Regardless of socioeconomic status, the respondents experienced brutal and 
unforgiving incidents of physical abuse by their mates. However, there was a 
variation in the batterers’ preferences of where they directed their assaults on the 
women’s bodies. Men within low-income and working-class couples tended to aim 
their bodily assaults toward the women’s faces and other areas of the body, while the 
men in the middle-class couples generally avoided the participants’ faces. Laura, a 
42-year-old who I classified as working-class at the time of the interview, was raised 
middle-class and was in upper-middle-class status while she was married to her 
abusive husband. She described her husband’s selective beatings: “If he would be 
hitting on me, there wouldn’t be any way you could see it. Whenever we went out, 
we always looked good.” During Grace’s marriage to her first husband they were 
each professionals in law enforcement and kept a middle-class household, Grace 
spoke of the deception on the part of her husband, who also fooled his family 
regarding his abuse:
Nobody believed what was going on... [W]hen he’s in front of other people, he’s 
the nicest guy you’d ever want to meet. He got me several times. His family 
doesn’t believe it. He was the one that was supposed to make somebody out of 
himself. So they never wanted to believe he was doing any of this stuff.
There were a couple of isolated instances among the middle-class couples 
where the abuse was more public, but these took place in Africa and the West Indies.
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These two participants described that the cultures in the particular provinces they
referred to allowed men to control their wives with any means necessary, including
the use of physical force. Laura experienced this custom when she and her abusive
husband visited his hometown in Africa. Michelle’s first abusive relationship
occurred during her marriage to a man she met when she moved to an island in the
West Indies. Though her husband tended to keep his abuse of Michelle private, she
described the culture surrounding intimate partner abuse:
There’s a culture there... The more you beat her, the better she likes it. There’s a 
whole culture around abuse of women and marginalization of women... There 
was a whole culture around it. There were stories. You’d hear, “So-and-so beats 
his wife.” But the man was never stigmatized by that. If anything, he was 
endorsed by it. I think he really bought into that. I really think he thought it 
would be perfectly OK and I would take it.
Many of the male partners in the low- and working-class relationships
primarily and deliberately directed their physical abuse at the women’s faces. In a
relationship with one of her three abusive boyfriends, 43-year-old Danielle, who has
been in lower-income conditions her entire life, described this method of abuse and
motivation by her batterer:
He’d always grab a plant or a statue or anything his hands was close by and he 
always hit me on my face, or always in my head. He said he was gonna disfigure 
me so wouldn’t nobody want me but him. That’s why he knocked my teeth out.
Billie had similar circumstances to Danielle, as she, too, has only lived in low-income 
settings and had three abusive relationships. One of Billie’s battering incidents was 
preceded by her physically confronting the batterer in a nightclub about him talking 
to a White woman. Billie poured liquor on the abuser and tried to hit him with the
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emptied bottle, after which they were both forced to leave the establishment. Upon
the arrival at their home, Billie’s boyfriend severely assaulted her. She reported:
He was like, “Yeah, I’m’a teach you how to embarrass me in the club,” and he 
just started beating the shit out of me... He beat me only in my face. Nowhere 
else. Just my face. Not my arms, not my stomach, just my face... I got loose 
from him by hittin’ him in his privates... I found out he broke my nose, he 
cracked my jaw ... He had knocked teeth out of my mouth,.. Just to look at 
myself in the mirror. That hurt me so bad.
After Billie’s partner spent three days in jail for the assault, he and Billie resumed 
their relationship with no major episodes until approximately a year later. Billie 
summarized her boyfriend’s abusive behavior: “It was like he wanted to fuck up my 
face. Most people would hit you in your stomach, your head, your arm, choke you. It 
was always in my face.”
For Phoebe, whose relationship fluctuated between lower- and working-class, 
her battering boyfriend also directed his hits toward her face, but began to focus his 
attention elsewhere after his seemingly irrational decision-making process: “After a 
while, after I kept calling the police, he would make sure to hit me in places where it 
didn’t show. I would still show...the police. They would always take pictures where 
it was. It was like some sort of game for him.”
In addition to the location on the women’s bodies where the abusers would 
focus their attention, the working- and lower-class men were more likely to employ 
their abusive behaviors in the presence of family and friends or in other public 
settings. This was the case for 38-year-old Sam, who was working-class during her 
abusive relationships. She recounted, “We used to fight at my mom’s house, on the 
street, in the car. He even pushed me out of the car when the car was moving.”
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Thirty-three-year-old Victoria, who had a lower-class upbringing and adulthood, was
often battered in the presence of her mother. Zora, a 39-year-old who was living in a
middle-class environment at the time of the interview, but had a low-income abusive
relationship, also experienced her partner’s uninhibited abuse. She said:
I remember one time we had company over and he was saying something and I 
was trying to wave him off. He comes in the room and he was yelling in my ear. 
It was a time where one of [my] boys had a birthday party. He takes this balloon 
and pops it right in my ear. I can remember not hearing out of that ear for a long 
time.
Four of the women in the sample were married to and abused by men who 
were in the military during at least a portion of the relationship and abuse. Military 
appointments were categorized as working-class homes. I expected during data 
analysis that I would find that these men’s selections of when and where they hit the 
women would be similar to that of the men in the middle-class households, due to 
proximity to authoritative control, which could possibly result in being discharged 
from military service. However, there was no significant trend. These women related 
that the men were concerned about being sanctioned by military officials if they were 
charged with domestic violence, but, in general, the men did not appear overly 
concerned about keeping their abuse guarded.
Though all the women attempted to mask their bruises, cuts, and other 
evidence of abuse regardless of where the injuries appeared on their bodies, I 
conclude that the men in the middle-class couplings intentionally made the effort to 
not mark the women in an area not easy to cover up, such as the face, in order to 
maintain appearances as though they were the archetypical middle-class couple; a 
couple free of conflict and who others strive to emulate. These findings are
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consistent with Weitzman’s (2000) examination of the abusive relationships among 
upper- and upper-middle-class White women. Clearly, the low- and working-class 
men also made conscious efforts in where they directed their assaults, but for 
different reasons. As indicated in the narratives documented above, these men 
essentially marked the women as their method of unremitting control over their lives. 
Sexual Aggression
Prior research established that marital rape and other forms of sexual abuse in 
intimate relationships are a strong component of intimate partner abuse (e.g., 
Finkelhor & Yllo 1985; Russell, 1990). This section describes sexual aggression as a 
specific type of physical abuse demonstrated by the batterers. As mentioned 
previously, though all women were physically battered in a non-sexual manner, not 
all of the women were sexually assaulted in their abusive intimate relationships. For 
those women who were sexually battered, most of them identified forceful or 
coercive sex perpetrated by their intimate partners as abuse. But whether the women 
directly identified the sexual mistreatment as abuse or not, most of the women did not 
mention these assaults until I inquired about the sexual aspects of their intimate 
relationships. Other research reported that women identify incidents as “forced sex,” 
but not “rape” when it was committed by a husband (Russell, 1990), and once they 
have physically and emotionally removed themselves from the relationship, they are 
able to redefine the events as abuse (Basile, 1999). When asked to tell about her 
relationships in general, Gloria did not identify one of her mates as sexually abusive, 
but based on her story of his treatment of her regarding their sexual interaction, he 
unmistakably was a sexually aggressive batterer:
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It seemed like when I’d have sex with him, he was always trying to hurt me. It 
never felt good. Just really, really rough. I would tell him, then he would say, I’ll 
do better next time... I would tell him and he just didn’t care. If I would say 
something, he would do it harder. Then he would try to do other things. “How do 
you figure? If I can’t handle you this way, why would you try to have anal sex 
with me?” That kind of stuff. He didn’t care. He would tell me that, “This is the 
way I want it and this is the way I’m going to do it...” Then if you’d be trying to 
tell him to stop, or you’d push him away, he would try to hold me down or he’d 
say, “Just one minute...” When I kept trying to tell him that he can’t do it like this, 
he would get mad and he would just do it anyway, like he didn’t care.
Billie also endured sexual abuse from one of her intimate partners on one 
occasion. This batterer began to demand sex from and argue with Billie after they 
returned home from a night out. Billie related that she had stopped having sex with 
the batterer for some time prior to that night as a result of being mentally depleted 
from continuous physical aggression by him. Consequently, upon returning home 
Billie was chastised by her partner for talking with a White man at the nightclub and 
was then raped:
We walked to the house. Got in the house. He was like, “Oh, so you like White 
boys now, huh?” ...Sodomized me, chocked me, raped me. Like I said, I 
wouldn’t give him sex. So he was just ugly. Just ugly... I was really hurt, 
because he raped me, I felt like this is my brother molesting me all over again. I 
just started crying. He sodomized me. He raped me. He choked me so bad I 
passed out. When I woke up, he had left me in the basement. He did this to me in 
the basement. Just left me down there. After that I just laid there and I cried and 
cried. I said, “I gotta stop this.” I got up. I went upstairs, I washed myself up, 
cleaned myself up, and for the next two days I slept on the couch, I wouldn’t 
even get in the bed with him.
Soon after the rape, the batterer stole Billie’s mother’s car and left the home, never to 
be seen again, Isis discussed the attitude many sex assault victims experience when 
raped by someone they loved and trusted when describing her rape by a boyfriend: “I 
was on my menstrual cycle, and he took me... He held me down and I had to deal
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with it. That is very humiliating. It’s humiliating when it happens with a stranger,
but when it’s someone you know and you so-call trust .. .that’s not right.”
Often we hear of people discussing the idea of make-up sex after a fight and
how it is an effective method for subduing the hurt feelings and mending the
relationship. However, many of the women described sex after an abusive incident as
unwanted. This was the case with Zora, who suffered from sexual abuse by her
batterer at various times in the cycle of their violent relationship: “I can remember
that there was some aggression towards sex a couple of times. Just kind of being
forceful. Or after having a fight, wanting to have sex.”
Because physically forceful sex is easier to recognize and categorize than the
coerced sexual occurrences, it was easier for the women to identify the blatantly
violent incidences of rape by their batterers. Aaliyah described how one of her ex-
husbands took her by great force after he entered the house without Aaliyah’s
permission and with an existing restraining order she had obtained on him:
He threw me on the bed. I would not let him kiss me, I would not let him take my 
clothes off. Finally he punched me right in the face and told me to quit fighting 
him. I fought him the whole way. I kept fighting him and fighting him. He’s like, 
“I just want to make love to you one more time.” I scratched him. He choked me 
and told me if I tried to do anything else he would kill me. I decided I needed to 
keep quiet because my daughter was right next door and she was sleeping. So I 
kept really quiet. We fought for a while, because I was not having sex with him.
I just wasn’t. I hated him and wanted him to leave. He kept on holding me down. 
He wouldn’t let me go. Finally he had me over the edge of the bed. I went to 
grab this ceramic cat that I have. I went to hit him with it and he saw it coming 
and he kneed me right in my chest... He forced me to have sex with him.
For most of the women, their void of love and trust in the abusive men, which 
developed progressively after constant maltreatment, affected their desire to have sex 
during more ardent periods of the relationship. Phoebe described her sexual affection
179
toward her abuser: “He would never force [sex]. We really didn’t touch each other
very much any more when I found out about all the other females that he was seeing.”
Naomi communicated how she came to view sex after the passing of time in the
relationship with her abusive husband:
Sexually he tried to control me, too. He was really into pornography... “You 
need to learn this and do this. See what they’re doing? You need to do that...”
So that became part of my to-do list. Wash the dishes, clean up the kitchen, have 
sex, go wash the car. It was a chore to me... I’d wish he’d hurry up and get off 
of me.
Similarly, Sam described her experiences as a victim of sexual abuse in her battering
relationships. Sam was in five abusive relationships during her lifetime, which was
the most among all the participants. Two of the abusers were her husbands, and the
remainder was boyfriends. All of these relationships involved non-sexual physical
abuse, and two involved sexually-related abuse:
I had incidences like that with my second husband, Lance, and I didn’t want to. 
“Well, I’m your husband and you’re supposed to have sex with me whenever I 
want.” So I’d just lay there. Ugh! It didn’t happen very often. A couple of times. 
We didn’t stay together that long. We were doing drugs, and it was the last thing 
on my brain. Lance and Greg were the only two with incidents like that. The rest 
of them were basically boxers. They just wanted to fight.
Abuse during Pregnancy
Another area worth considering regarding types of physical abuse by intimate 
partners is violence that occurs during pregnancy. Martin et al. (2004) found that at 
the onset of pregnancy, women who had previously been physically abused, as well 
as those who did not have abuse history in their relationships, suffered an increased 
amount of mental abuse from their male mates, but did not have increased physical 
aggression. However, previously battered women were sexually victimized at greater
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rates during pregnancy. The women in my study detailed instances of physical 
aggression during their pregnancies. Some of these assaults were an increase over the 
physical abuse suffered prior to the pregnancy, while for other women the rate of 
physical abuse remained the same upon pregnancy. With either case, the women 
were more inclined to believe that it was worse to hurt a woman while she was 
pregnant, as described by Phoebe: “He would kick me. Things that you shouldn’t do 
to a pregnant person, I don’t think. He’d spit on me. He would hold my arms behind 
my back and he’d push me on the bed, have his knee in my back, just to hold me 
down.”
The batterers caused immense damage in their assaults on the pregnant 
participants and did not necessarily adjust their behaviors dependent on the stage of
31pregnancy.' Fifty-one-year-old Bev was beaten so badly that she suffered a
miscarriage early on in her pregnancy. A few women, like Wendy, were beaten well
into their pregnancies:
He was drunk. He kicked me. He turned around and he put his foot in my back 
and he kicked me so hard -  now imagine, I was nine months pregnant; just had 
turned to my ninth month. I fell over my dining room table, over in the corner, 
and I could not move. I was really hurt. He just came over and just started 
punching me. He hit my face. And talking, “Who do you think you are? I pay 
the bills in this house!” and blah blah blah. Only thing I could do was try to 
defend myself, but then after awhile I just started screaming, “I’m hurt, I’m hurt! 
The baby, the baby!” He finally came to his senses... ‘Cause of this I had to go 
in the hospital. I was really hurtin’. I had to stay in the hospital for a couple of 
days.
The examples of physically aggressive behaviors by the women’s male 
companions were quite disturbing, as are any stories of violence perpetrated by one
3J Some of the participants reported that the abuse ceased for a while after the birth of a child due to the 
abuser’s affection for the newborn.
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person on another. As mentioned above, intimate partner violence is not limited to a 
particular group of individuals, but there are some different ways in which women 
experience intimate physical violence depending on their class, race, culture, or other 
characteristics. While the abuse during pregnancy and sexual abuse perpetrated on 
the participants may be similar to that carried out on other women (e.g., Latina, White, 
immigrant, wealthy), I have demonstrated that there was a socioeconomic class 
distinction regarding the physical abuse the women received.
VERBAL AND MENTAL ABUSE
All of the participants were verbally and mentally abused at some point in at 
least one of their abusive relationships. Correspondingly, the women reported that 
most of the abusers employed this form of abuse, but there were a few men who the 
women reported as using physical aggression without any verbal or mental abuse. 
Overwhelmingly, and as previously mentioned, the women relayed verbal and mental 
abuse as far more damaging and lasting than physical abuse, which is supported by an 
abundant amount of previous research (e.g., Follingstad et al., 1990; Herbert, Silver,
& Ellard, 1991; Jones et al., 2003), and is an important factor to be considered in 
abusive relationships (Belknap & Potter, forthcoming; Bennett, Goodman, & Dutton, 
2000). This may be particularly significant for the women in my examination since 
most of them eventually used physical retaliation to combat the physical violence, but 
had more difficulty in contending with the lingering emotional effects of mental 
abuse. Angie described this impact of mental abuse in comparison to physical abuse: 
“It sticks in your head. You will get over the physical sometime, sooner or later, but
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sometime that verbal gets you mentally and it stick around longer.” Gloria also 
expressed this view: “That verbal is hard. You can fight off a fist; you just block it or 
run away. But when you hear that stuff, I don’t forget it. I haven’t forgotten any of 
it.” And Isis eloquently addressed this topic in one of her experiences with mental 
abuse:
He would throw things from my past that he knew that I was ashamed of or that 
hurt me. He would throw those things in my face. I always thought, that’s the 
worse thing you can do to someone. Worse than a hit, worse than a slap. Don’t 
use my pain against me. He would do that all the time. If I would catch him in a 
lie, “Oh, you’re just going crazy like your granddad went crazy.”
A limited number of participants said they were not drastically and detrimentally 
affected by the verbal and mental abuse. Twenty-two-year-old Ebony stated that her 
boyfriend would say things “like bitch, ho. I’ll be like, ‘Yo’ mama!’ So that don’t 
even matter to me. I don’t care about them words.” Though Ebony expressed that 
she was not affected by verbal abuse, other comments she made about her 
relationships contradicted her statement. Consequently, it was apparent that the 
women were indeed negatively affected by the verbal abuse, but made their greatest 
attempts to block the effects of the insults or became anesthetized by the incessant 
abuse. This is shown in 47-year-old Vanessa’s narrative: “It did bother me. But I just 
had a way of blocking things out. I learned how to do that before my mama passed, 
It’s something that I do that works for me.”
At the start of the mental abuse, some of the women did not recognize that 
they were being abused. Keisha’s mother, Leah, helped 18-year-old Keisha identify 
that one of her boyfriends was being abusive: “He would always try to put me down.
I really didn’t realize it until my mom would point it out... He never put his hands on
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me, but it was mental.” Renee also was unaware of the verbal abuse directed toward 
her until she considered the relationship retrospectively. Renee recognized, “My 
limited version of what a crisis was had been narrowed down to physical. So unless I 
was bleeding or had my eyes scratched out, I didn’t think I was in a crisis.” By the 
mental abuse being inconspicuous and gradual in application, it aided in the damage 
that it did to Renee’s and the other participants’ self-worth.
The batterers were able to essentially trap some of the women in the ghastly
relationships by the use of constant and unscrupulous mental abuse. Danielle equated
the mental abuse by her boyfriend to physical abuse when she described that “He’d
always want to whup me with his words, making my self-esteem low.” Phoebe felt
imprisoned in the relationship with her abusive boyfriend because of his verbal abuse:
He has a mouth like a sailor. He cusses a lot. He would call me names. After I 
had my second child, not really after but during, he would say I was fat and that 
nobody else would want me... He was like, “No one’s gonna want you like I do. 
No one’s ever gonna treat you or love as much as I do.” I was like, “If this is love, 
then I’m in a nightmare.” Yeah, he was very verbally abusive; he put me down a 
lot. He would say that I couldn’t do anything with two kids. At the time when I 
met him, I had a lot of little boys that were my age that were interested in me. I 
had a lot of little friends in the neighborhood. There was a couple of boys that 
were really cute. He would say things like, “Let’s see if they want you now, 
knocked up.”
Forty-three-year-old Jacqueline experienced similar berating from her batterer: “His 
thing was always, ‘You can’t take care of yourself. You don’t have no education. 
What are the kids gonna do? I’ll take the kids. You won’t have nothing.’ I believed 
that.” Cicely, a 52-year-old who was abused by three of her five husbands, spoke of 
the process that leads the women to think less of themselves and their subsequent 
actions when she said, “I’ve been called stupid, dumb so much that you get to the
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point where [you think], maybe I am stupid, maybe I do have problems. What am 1 
doing wrong with men?” Again, though women of all cultures, ethnicities, and races 
experience similar insults by their intimate partners, some of the battered African 
American women are further burdened with the social ramifications of being a Black 
mother in the United States without a male mate in the household. They often feared 
being the epitome of the stereotype that all Black women are single mothers on 
welfare with little education. This was often demonstrated in the choice of 
expressions used by the batterers during the verbal assaults.
In addition to using mental abuse to lower the women’s self-esteem and make 
them feel no one else would have them, the batterers also utilized mental abuse to trap 
the women in the relationships by promoting fear in them. Belknap and Potter 
(forthcoming) distinguished the two types of psychological abuse: those abuses meant 
to demean and those meant to instill fear or even terror. Grace described an example 
of verbal abuse used to cause terror in her narration of an incident with one of her 
abusive husbands:
We go take a ride up into the mountains. I never realized how big the mountains 
were. I thought he was joking. “I could pull up right here, beat the hell out of 
you and no one would ever know it.” He just said it so matter-of-fact, like it was 
nothing. That made my blood run cold. I started thinking I’ve got to get away 
from him.
Of the four women who were abused by at least one non-Black partner, one 
reported verbal abuse that involved racial references. Thirty-nine-year-old Rebecca’s 
last abusive relationship was with an older White man. She recalled that “he told me 
I was a Black ho.” None of the other three women reported racially derogative 
comments by their non-Black batterers.
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The only major trend I detected regarding the women’s experiences with 
mental or verbal abuse by age, socioeconomic status, or education level, was the 
public or private nature in which the abuse was used. Similar to the determination in 
the analysis of the use of physical aggression by the batterers, low- and working-class 
abusers were more likely to mentally and verbally abuse the women in the presence 
of others, while the middle-class men tended to conceal this type of abuse.
In summation, verbal and mental abuse adversely affected the women, often 
even more so than the pain of physical abuse. The women were able to better 
disregard the physical injuries once they healed, but the emotional injuries have had 
longer lasting effects. In fact, most of the women, regardless of how far removed 
they had been from their last abusive relationship, were still trying to learn to mend 
the durable scars from the mental abuse perpetrated by their intimate partners.
ABUSE VIA CONTROL, DECEIT, AND DESTRUCTION
Behaviors by the women’s batterers also included activities that I have 
categorized separately from physical, sexual, verbal, or mental abuse, but were just as 
perilous. Though all abuse involves the element of control over the women in some 
way, in this subsection I will analyze control in the context of other types of abuser 
activities. The forms of maltreatment to be covered in this section are: (1) control and 
isolation regarding work, education, other daily activities, and finances; (2) 
threatening jealous behavior; (3) infidelity; (4) stalking; (5) property theft and 
damage; and (6) animal abuse.
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Control Over Daily Activities and Finances
A well-cited reason battered women stay in abusive relationships is due to 
their financial dependence on the batterers (e.g., Ferraro, 1997; Gondolf & Fisher, 
1988; Lambert & Firestone, 2000). This is due, in part, to the common battering 
behavior of isolating the victim from social activities (Nielsen, Endo, & Ellington,
1992), including work (Moe & Bell, 2004). This isolation prevents some battered 
women from gaining the skills and confidence in the workforce outside the home. 
Some battered women have had minimal or no work experience prior to entering into 
the relationship, which adds to their anxiety of leaving the batterers and being able to 
support themselves and any children. In spite of this, other literature suggested that 
Black women may not be as restrained on this basis because they are more apt to be 
employed outside the home due to the need for a second income as a result of the 
lower socioeconomic status of their (Black male) mates (Ammons, 1995; West & 
Rose, 2000), or as a primary income for a single-parent household. This may also 
apply to Asian immigrant women (Yick, 2001) and low-income or working-class 
women in general. In her classic 1970 article “Double Jeopardy: To Be Black and 
Female,” Frances Beale (1995[1970], p. 146) reflected on Black women’s economic 
situation:
[I]t is idle dreaming to think of black women simply caring for their homes and 
children like the middle-class white model. Most black women have to work to 
help house, feed, and clothe their families. Black women make up a substantial 
percentage of the black working force, and this is true for the poorest black family 
as well as the so-called middle-class family.
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Additionally, both Black and White women who work outside the home are still 
responsible for domestic duties inside the home (Hochschild & Machung, 1989; 
Terrelonge, 1984).
Consistent with the aforementioned research, one aspect of the controlling
behaviors exhibited by the abusive mates of the participants in my study was
sabotaging the women in a way that interfered with their daily life duties, such as
going to work, attending school, and participating in religious services. Many of the
respondents worked outside the home and did not necessarily rely on the abusers for
monetary sustenance. Regarding one of her abusive husbands, Cicely stated, “I think
I was making more money than he was. I would dish out a lot of money to him. And
I would complain ‘cause when he’d be at work, he wouldn’t bring his money home.
We did argue over that.” Phoebe similarly described her economic condition while in
her abusive relationship: “I don’t think he ever had a real job before because he had
been sellin’ drugs, doin’ drugs for so long and he was a musician and that’s how he
made his money. I supported the relationship from the time we met, ‘cause I had
always worked.” Zora also worked throughout her abusive relationship:
He wasn’t that good of a provider. He was in favor of me working. It didn’t 
bother him. He wasn’t working. Sometimes I had two jobs. I was very much the 
head of the household and took care of business as far as our home and cars and 
everything.
Accordingly, this lack of financial reliance on the batterers may have been a 
catalyst for controlling the women in other ways. For instance, 35-year-old Mariah’s 
husband would hide her keys so she could not get to work. Phoebe believed that her 
boyfriend sabotaged her with his deceitful behavior:
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My ex, he would steal my car and then I would end up losing my job because I 
couldn’t go to work the next day. I couldn’t drop my kids off at day care, because 
he would steal my car. It was like he was doing this stuff on purpose. I really lost 
some really good jobs behind all that. How am I gonna support myself without a 
job ... He would take my money, every dime I made, and spend it on drugs. I 
didn’t have a bank account. I didn’t know about opening a bank account. I 
should have. But I didn't know about it. So I would just keep it on me, or under 
my pillow, or wherever. He would find it and take it.
Leah had a similar experience with one of her abusers:
Mainly he didn’t want me to go nowhere, he didn’t want me to do nothing by 
myself. He was working off and on, and that wasn’t helping me. I had to get a lot 
of help from my mom with the bills... He didn’t want me to work. I tried to go 
to school, he’d block that. He used to take my books. I was going to [a 
community school],.. He would hide my books. He just wanted me at the house 
all the time. He didn’t want me to be around nobody.
Aaliyah longed to begin a career in law enforcement at the urging of her uncles. She 
described how she came to this decision and her batterer’s sabotaging response to her 
efforts:
I have two uncles who are correction officers in prisons. They both work at [a 
state prison], but one’s doing death row and the other’s a regular correction 
officer. He’s been there forever. I remember being with my uncle and he was 
telling me that I should do that. I always wanted to be in law enforcement. Then 
all of a sudden I said, “I want to be a cop.” I knew that I have the attitude and 1 
knew that I can do it. [My boyfriend] was like, “Uh-uh. You already went to 
school. You’re not going to go to school again.” But I said I want to go to school. 
I want to be something. I want to make a difference. I told him I wanted to be a 
police officer. He was like, “You already went to school. I’m not going to sit 
around here while you go to school again. You need to be working.” I kind of let 
that drift off. I got afraid. I was like, OK, I can’t go to school, because I’m going 
to be by myself with my kids and that’s going to be impossible. He told me he 
would leave if I went to school, so I decided not to do that.
Aaliyah then portrayed how the batterer attempted to control her by trying to get 
Aaliyah to reside in accommodations that allowed him to be there as well:
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I wanted to move, [but] I wanted to keep my Section 8.32 At that point he was so 
scarce. He wasn’t coming home. We didn’t have any money. I was still having 
to get food stamps. I finally started working so I didn’t have to get welfare any 
more. But I was working and I still wasn’t having enough money to buy food. I 
knew that one thing I wasn’t going to do was to get off Section 8. Every time he 
upset me, I would tell him he had to leave. I was on the lease. It was my Section 
8... He got to a point where he didn’t want to deal with that any more. He told 
me I had to get off Section 8... I guess in a way that would have been a good 
thing, but the reason behind it was not for me, it was for him.
Aaliyah’s relationship with the batterer ended soon after this and she eventually was
accepted into the police academy, but this training opportunity for her ultimate career
goal was then sabotaged by a subsequent batterer. Jacqueline summarized what I
infer to be the abusers’ rationale for controlling behavior over work and education
endeavors by the women, in discussing her first abuser’s actions:
He was stupid. I got a job working as a maid. And he come up to my job fussing 
and hollering and acting the fool, and they fired me. Then I got another job 
working as a maid at the [hotel]. He came up there and made me leave 
immediately. He didn’t want me to have anything that I could handle on my own.
I think he knew as soon as I could get it together I was out.
As Jacqueline’s narrative makes clear, the abusers often seemed to believe that if their 
girlfriends and wives were to gain too much independence, it would leave little reason 
to remain in the relationship. Accordingly, the batterers exerted their power over the 
women by incapacitating any advancement in the women’s professional lives. This 
was not more prevalent for any socioeconomic status; instead, it was experienced 
among the sample regardless of class.
Batterers also may dictate the type of work their female companions engage in. 
In Jacqueline’s second abusive relationship, she was not physically abused until 16
32 “Section 8” is a federal government program that allows lower-income individuals to live in safe and 
clean private or government-subsidized housing at significantly reduced rates.
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years into the relationship, after which she immediately divorced him. However, for
many years, Jacqueline was coerced into working as a prostitute and stripper, which
she identified as a form of abuse. She also explained why she did not leave until she
was physically assaulted by her husband:
Basically he was a drug addict and he used to pimp. That’s where the abuse from 
him was. But more than abusive, he was controlling, very controlling... [But] 
there was nothing he could do that was wrong. This was my man that was going 
to take care of me, and he didn’t hit me. So whatever he wanted me to do. I 
ended up working on the streets, taking care of him and my three kids, my sister, 
the one that was living with me, and her baby. I was supporting everybody. I was 
twenty years old... [My husband and sister] showed me how to go out on the 
street, what to look for, how to stop cars, how to get in cars, what to ask for... I 
actually worked on the street six months, I was in jail eight times... I started 
dancing in the clubs. He had this reputation to maintain... I didn’t want him to 
look bad in their eyes... I would be afraid that I would get back into another one 
of those I’m-gonna-beat-you relationships if I didn’t do this. I didn’t want to go 
there any more. It was easier to put myself out there than deal with him being 
angry. He would yell at me. I don’t know what it is with me, I always seem to 
get men that are way bigger than me... I got a divorce the first time he hit me.
As is often the case, women continue to be the targets of maltreatment even
after abusive relationships have disbanded (Campbell, 1992; Ellis, 1987; Mahoney,
1991; Pagelow, 1993; Sev’er, 1997; Wilson & Daly, 1993). This is sometimes
manifested in financially-related exploitation. Leah’s first abuser, Neal, engaged in
this type of abuse after they separated:
He tried to file social security on Keisha. He had filed taxes and gotten an earned 
income credit on Keisha, and never paid child support. When I canceled the debt 
for Keisha, he owed over $20,000 in child support. I never even bothered to file 
[child support] on [one of my sons,] Isaiah. It was such a shitty mess trying to get 
anything done for Keisha... I turned him in. They filed papers on Neal. Neal lied 
to social services and told them he was paying me. So they investigated me for 
six months and told me, how dare I commit welfare fraud and all this stuff. He’s 
such a smooth talker... And I just love him. Always will. But it’s always about 
him. I think Neal don’t want to deal with Isaiah because it’s gonna force him to 
deal with issues he has.
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Batterers also limited the participants’ other regular activities. They restricted 
the women’s access to family and friends, and some would not allow the women to 
attend religious services. Cassandra offered this about her abuser: “He did not want 
me going to church... He called my pastor and said, ‘I don’t want her going to 
church.’” Naomi desired to go to church hoping she would receive some guidance on 
how to pray for her relationship to improve or how to pray her way out of the 
relationship. She stated the following about her ability to be involved in religious 
activity:
I didn’t know the right questions to ask, the right things to pray for. I’d pray for 
my kids, that they would be safe, that he wouldn’t hit them, and then he didn’t. I 
feel if I had had a specific church, he wouldn’t have allowed it... I think if I had 
been very religious, going to church every Sunday, he wouldn’t have allowed it.
Due to the limitations some of the batterers forced the participants to follow,
the women clearly felt trapped by the restrictions placed on them by their abusers.
Danielle described her experience as comparable to that of a slave:
I couldn’t do nothing. I had to be his personal slave. I would stay at home 
slaving. I had to wash clothes on my hands. He wouldn’t let me go to the 
Laundromat. He didn’t want me around nobody. He isolated me away from my 
family and friends, everything.
Forty-four-year-old Toni also experienced limited freedom:
Envy, that green-eyed monster appeared. I couldn’t go anywhere. Everyplace I 
went was limited. He was checking my checking account, how many times I 
went to the ATM machine [sicj, why didn’t I have any money? I didn’t have any 
money because I was paying bills!
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Threatening Jealous Behavior
As communicated in Toni’s recollection of her abuse, some of the women 
were also controlled by batterers as a result of their jealousy. This is consistent with 
the findings in other research (e.g., Walker, 2000). Additional research has found that 
Black women report more incidences of jealousy within their relationships. Ramos, 
Carlson, and McNutt (2004) found that 46% of the African American women they 
surveyed reported excessive jealousy by their intimate partners compared to 28% of 
White women. As referenced elsewhere in this chapter, Lockhart (1991) found that 
middle-class Black respondents reported more disputes over the man’s jealousy than 
middle-class White respondents.
The women in my study were subjected to several forms of threatening 
jealous behaviors by the batterers. A peculiar illustration of this jealousy was 
inspections performed by the batterers. On a regular basis some of the women were 
forced to undergo body searches performed by the batterers. These batterers believed 
they could detect if the women had been with other men by executing visual and 
olfactory examinations. Angie experienced this exploit by one of her three abusive 
boyfriends. She recounted, “We didn’t live together, but I would stay over there 
sometimes with my son. He was just jealous. [He had] to smell me to see if I been 
with other men.” Leah also experienced this form of abuse: “It would get so that 
when I would come home he would make me take off my clothes... I guess he 
[thought],. .he could tell if I was with somebody else. It was all kind of off the wall.”
Abusers also demonstrated threatening jealous behavior when they interfered 
with the participants' livelihoods, as articulated in the previous accounts on control
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and isolation. Grace’s second husband-abuser was a White man. She reported that he
believed Grace to be engaging in relationships with Black men and tried to control
her movements and activities based on this reasoning. Leah disclosed the following
about her second abusive boyfriend who exhibited intrusive behavior:
My first job, I think one of the reasons I lost it was because he was always 
hanging out at my job. He was always accusing me of sleeping with the boss, 
sleeping with this person and that person. When I was working at the [one job] he 
would come down, “Who are you fucking in the warehouse?” Always. We could 
be driving and a guy could look at me and he’s like, “Oh, are you sleeping with 
him, too?”
Billie referred to one of her abusers as “Mr. Jail” because of his jealous controlling
conduct. Mr. Jail is a name used by Alice Walker (1982) in her novel The Color
Purple to describe the main male character by main character Celie. Billie’s account
of her abuser’s behaviors explains her and Walker’s interpretation of the moniker:
Mr. Jail. I couldn’t go nowhere, I couldn’t do nothing. I felt like I was in jail. I 
used to sit on the couch and look out the window, and that was it. If I tried to go 
somewhere, [he said] I’d be going to see some men. And God forbid, don’t let 
me put no makeup on [or], Honey, I’m going to see a man! He was just weird 
like that.
Infidelity
Many of the participants stated that their mates’ infidelity was a form of abuse. 
Minimal broad-based research has been identified that addresses this issue (for an 
exception see Browne, 1987). Alternatively, infidelity has been more often reported 
as a typically culturally-specific form of (sexual) abuse, particularly for Mexican and 
South Asian immigrant battered women in the United States (Abraham, 2000; Morash, 
Bui, & Santiago, 2000; Raj & Silverman, 2002), battered women in southern India 
(Vindhya, 2000), and battered Palestinian women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip
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(Haj-Yahia, 1998). Though these studies represent cultures different from that of 
African American women, the life stories gathered in my study resemble those in this 
culturally-specific research.
It is possible that the threatening jealous behaviors outlined above as
manifested by the abusers were a result of the transference of their own dishonest
behaviors onto the women. Abraham (2000, p. 99) discovered this in her research,
where she “deduced that there is a double standard, whereby a husband feels that he,
but not his wife, is justified in having extramarital sex.” Regarding unfaithfulness as
abuse, Billie recalled the following about her husband:
My husband went to women like an elephant goes to peanuts. He never hit me, 
but he abused me in a different way. He slept with [another woman], I even 
think he slept with my kids’ godmother. I can’t prove it, but I think he did. So I 
think that was a form of abuse, too.
Though Gloria did not pointedly refer to her boyfriend’s betrayal as abuse, she did 
include it in her prioritization of the maltreatment she received during the relationship: 
“I think I probably would have stayed in it longer if that wasn’t the situation.
Because he messed around before, but how you gonna just go with anybody? I think 
that’s what did it the most was the girls and not the abuse.”
Stalking
Stalking, like other forms of dangerous behaviors by intimates, can occur 
during the relationship or after it has ended. Coleman (1997) established that stalking 
is part of the cycle of violence between intimate partners. Mariah reported that she 
and her son were being stalked by her ex-husband. Leah was stalked by her 
boyfriend after she left him and went to a battered women’s shelter. Leah’s former
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husband discovered the location of the shelter as a result of his stalking: “Vic started 
stalking the shelter I was at in [the city], so they shipped me and my kids out [to 
another shelter].” Toni discussed her unrelenting anxiety of the return of her abusive 
ex-boyfriend, who she feared may have been stalking her: “One time I was sitting in 
church and I had this eerie feeling that somebody was behind me... When I sing in 
the choir, I sit there and think, ‘Could I go out that door? How would I get out of 
here?’”
Fortunately for many of the women who were stalked, the stalking ceased
without further violent incidents. Victoria had this experience with one of her
abusive boyfriends. She recounted, “Everywhere I hung out, he’d start hanging out
there. He just wouldn’t go away. Until I guess he figure there wasn’t nothing left
and he disappeared.”
Property Theft and Damage
Another form of maltreatment many of the participants suffered was
destruction or theft of shared property or property owned or cared for solely by the
women. The batterers stole money, cars, and other items. A couple women’s homes
were set afire by their abusers. Zora’s boyfriend set her apartment on fire, which,
luckily, did not burn down completely and no one was physically harmed. Forty-
three-year-old Inez’s batterer also set fire to her home:
He wasn’t living with me. I let my other sister live with me who had two kids.
He didn’t like that. He said he better stay with me or nobody could stay... He 
came back to the door and set fire to the door. My little brother.. .was staying 
with me, he pulled me out. My legs [were] burned.
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As demonstrated earlier, many of the women were relatively self-sufficient;
they worked outside the home and provided a substantia] portion to the household
income. As a result, some of these participants financially supported their abusers. A
few of these abusers also took advantage of the women by spending the money they
were given on drugs or stealing property out of the home to sell or trade for drugs.
Cicely described her experience:
When he was coming in and out of the house, he was stealing everything out of 
there... I was out of town, he broke in the house and broke a water line and 
flooded the whole basement... I would give him money and he’d say he was 
going to get help; put him in a treatment program and he’d walk away with the 
money. He would steal stuff that I worked hard to get.
Aaliyah’s abuser also had a drug problem that he supported by using resources 
provided by Aaliyah:
I don’t remember how I found out, but I found out that he was on crack cocaine. 
Stuff started missing out of my house. Movies, my jewelry, his wedding band. I 
think I bought him four wedding bands because he’d come home and say he lost it 
and I would believe in him. And I kept replacing it. I had gold jewelry that I had 
bought for myself when I was doing really good on my own and I’d let him wear 
it, but he’d come home and it would be gone.
Animal Abuse
An additional form of abuse cited in previous research is the mistreatment of 
animals by batterers (e.g., Ascione, 1998; Ascione, Weber, & Wood, 1997; Flynn, 
2000). This kind of abuse was absent in the experiences of my sample of participants. 
The nominal existence of this occurrence is not one that should be particularly 
startling, since it can be speculated that fewer Blacks own pets than members of other 
cultures, races, and ethnicities. A diminutive quantity of research has been conducted 
to determine pet ownership by race (for exceptions, see Brown, 2002, for
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comparisons among Black and White veterinary students; and Flynn, 2000, among
Hispanic, Asian, Black, and White women in a battered women’s shelter), but it has
been found that fewer Blacks than Whites own pets. Also, African Americans have
been found to show less appreciation for and more negative attitudes toward animals
(Kellert, 1996). One of the small number of cases where pets were in the vicinity of a
battering relationship within my sample was in Keisha’s second abusive relationship,
where she said her boyfriend, a White male and the owner of the pet, “treated the dog
better than me.” Renee owns dogs, but they were not mistreated by any of her
abusers, nor were there any threats of violence toward the dogs. She discussed,
however, the effects her abusive relationships had on at least one of her dogs:
Dogs can feel. The abuse I’ve gone through so much affected my white dog.
He’s six years old. When I pack, I pack like I’m leaving the planet. I use paper to 
wrap up everything. There was a time I moved four times in one year, with the 
last time me being here [at my current home]. The other three times were in 
[another state], but every time my dog heard the crackling of newspaper, he’d 
start looking around, trying to figure out what was going on.
As has been demonstrated in this section on forms and frequency of abuse, the 
women experienced varied and hazardous episodes of aggression. The women had 
similar encounters of victimization, with minimal distinction among the different 
socioeconomic classifications of women. There was no generational variation among 
the anecdotes of abuse the women provided; supporting that the methods used by 
batterers have withstood several decades.
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SUMMARY
The participants endured a wide variety of abuse by their male companions. 
Many of the women were propelled into these abusive relationships as a result of 
escaping their abusive family backgrounds, belief in romantic notions of heterosexual 
relationships, and/or gendered expectations of marriage as advocated by family 
members and society. There was often an inability by the participants to detect their 
batterers’ pre-abusive behaviors. If the women had children prior to entering into an 
abusive relationship, the batterers who appeared as though they were going to be 
good providers and role models, particularly for male children, were readily 
welcomed into the women’s lives and homes. As follows, the women were inclined 
to have minimal expectations of their mates beyond the simple presence of a man.
Regardless of socioeconomic status, the respondents had similar experiences 
with abuse and, as found in previous research, overwhelmingly described that mental 
or verbal abuse is more damaging than physical abuse, even though they did not 
always notice they were being mentally abused until well after the abuse occurred. 
Most of the participants expressed disbelief and shock upon the first physical incident. 
The few class differences involved the location of the physical hits on the women’s 
bodies and the public or private location of where the batterers exhibited their abuse. 
Men in the lower- and working-class relationships were not particularly careful of 
where they hit the women on their bodies, and oftentimes, purposely hit the women in 
their faces. These men also were not likely to be concerned about exacting their 
abuse in a public place. The men in the middle-class relationships tended to be 
cautious about hitting the women in areas where bruises and cuts were readily visible
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and were more mindful of not wanting to portray themselves as abusers to others. In 
fact, the women often reported that this group of men were polite and, on occasion, 
cowardly to individuals outside the relationship.
As another aspect of physical aggression, the women experienced harrowing 
encounters with sexual abuse. Some peculiarities were found throughout the 
women s stories of this form of abuse. They regarded “make-up sex” as sexual abuse. 
The respondents also considered the batterers’ infidelity as a category of abusive 
behavior. Further, the batterers expected infidelity on the part of the women and 
would often conduct body inspections when the women returned home from their 
daily activities or an evening of entertainment.
The abusive mates also exhibited other techniques to maintain control over the 
participants. They tried to regulate the movements of the women and their 
participation in activities not involving the batterers directly. This included 
restricting the participants from working or instigating trouble at their places of 
employment that caused the women to lose their jobs. Other batterers did not object 
to or prevent the women from working, but controlled the income from the women’s 
jobs and income from other sources, oftentimes in the form of stealing their wages or 
government subsidies. Also, several of the women had been stalked by their batterers 
during and after the relationships, and a few were, or believed they were, still being 
stalked by former abusive mates at the time of the interviews.
A Black feminist theoretical approach to understanding Black women’s entree 
into and experiences with intimate partner violence provides a more adequate 
examination of these women’s patterns of abuse in their relationships. This
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theoretical approach allows for in-depth analysis considering a multiplicative identity 
of race, culture, historical antecedents, gender, socioeconomic status, and 
employment status. The women’s experiences with multiple forms of domination and 
discrimination based on many, if not all, of these characteristics, increases the 
women’s level of “tolerance” for abuse, and has many of these women experiencing 
intimate partner violence differently from that experienced by non-Black women.
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CHAPTER 7
FIGHTING BACK 
INTRODUCTION
Women who are victims of intimate partner violence respond to their abuse in 
numerous ways, and many victims utilize several of these methods throughout the 
course of the abusive relationship. Abused women tend to initially focus on the 
positive features of the abusive relationships (Ferraro, 1997; Herbert, Silver, & Ellard, 
1991; Walker, 2000). This was the situation for the participants in my study. And as 
I demonstrated in the previous chapter, the participants were initially shocked by the 
violent physical attacks and were uncertain as to how to proceed in the relationship.
As a result, many of them made attempts at playing the role of the “good wife.” 
Probably the most common response, particularly in the early stages of the abuse is 
for the victim to placate, accommodate, and/or avoid the batterer (Abraham, 2000; 
Ferraro, 1997; Gelles & Straus, 1988; Gondolf & Fisher, 1988), which the 
participants did by aspiring to the perfect wife and mother function. Dutton,
Goodman, and Bennett (1999) identified that battered women employ these and other 
“strategic responses” to protect themselves and their children from further domestic 
abuse (also see Abraham, 2000; Burke et ah, 2001; Campbell et al., 1998; Dutton, 
Goodman, & Bennett, 1999; Ferraro, 1997; Gelles & Straus, 1988; Gondolf & Fisher, 
1988; Richie, 1996; Weitzman, 2000; West, 1999).
The more resistant and retaliatory strategies of talking back and hitting back 
are also forms of personal strategies for responding to intimate abuse. Concerning 
talking back, the participants in my investigation may have faced corporal
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repercussions when they responded to their batterers with verbal attacks, but were 
pleased that they had at least let their feelings be known about the unwarranted and 
harmful treatment. Forty-eight-year-old Olivia emphasized the strength in battered 
Black women’s tendency to talk back (hooks, 1989; Sudarkasa, 1996): “Black women, 
we’re loud, we’re boisterous, we’re just out of control sometimes, which is a good 
thing. ‘Cause it saves us.” By talking back, the women began to be empowered to 
terminate or escape the abusive relationships. In a sense, they began to listen to their 
rants, which was the foundational stage of providing them agency in taking action 
against the abuse.
The second form of personal resistance/retaliatory tactics to battering -  the 
decision to physically fight back -  is the main approach to be outlined in this chapter, 
and has been afforded significant attention in other research (e.g., Abraham, 2000; 
Barnett, Lee, & Thelen, 1997; Browne, 1987; Campbell et al., 1998; Ferraro, 1997; 
Miller, 2001; Saunders, 1986). The decision to physically retaliate may be based on 
the severity of an abusive event, the expected outcome, or the battered woman’s 
personal experiences with violence (particularly that which took place during 
childhood).
In this chapter I first provide a sampling of research that has addressed, or has 
the potential to attend to, the issues with battered women’s retaliation, in general, then 
considering battered Black women, specifically. Using this research as a foundation,
I provide an analysis of the participants’ motivations for and incidents of physically 
retaliating against their intimate attackers, including those thoughts and actions of 
lethal proportions.
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BATTERED WOMEN AND RETALIATION 
“Learned Helplessness”
The concept of “learned helplessness” was introduced by Martin Seligman
(1975), who discovered that laboratory animals were unable to escape abusive
situations even after eventually being provided an opportunity to flee the abusive
environment. Seligman then applied his findings to humans suffering from
depression, asserting that depressed individuals feel they have little or no control over
their lives. The notion of learned helplessness as it applies to battered women was
advanced by Lenore Walker (1984) and became exceptionally well-known among the
general public and in the legal community. Walker applied this theory to battered
women to explain why it is difficult for these women to leave abusive relationships.
In addressing the criticism her approach reaped from feminist advocates of battered
women’s issues (e.g., Gondolf & Fisher, 1988), Walker (2000, p. 116) argued that
learned helplessness was confused with being helpless, and not its original intended
meaning of having lost the ability to predict that what you do will make a particular
outcome occur  (emphasis in original text). Gelles and Straus (1988, p. 143) agreed
with Walker’s findings for some women, but argued:
[T]o cast all battered women as being compliant, passive, and submissive is unfair 
and unjust. Violence does indeed take a significant toll of the victims’ sense of 
self-worth and undermines their belief that they can control their destiny. Some 
women become so desperate that they feel the only escape is either suicide or 
killing the attacker. Yet, a substantial number of women do not fall into the 
depths of learned helplessness. They search for avenues of reconciliation, therapy, 
and escape.
Gelles and Straus’s analysis did not overwhelmingly support the learned helplessness 
concept for battered women, where they concluded that “even after years of repeated
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slaps, pushes, and beatings, most women react vigorously each time they are hit” (p. 
149). Further, Gondolf and Fisher (1988) offered an alternative view to Walker’s 
theory to explain why women remain in, or leave, abusive relationships. Their view 
regards battered women as survivors who actually multiply their efforts to leave 
abusive relationships as the violence is intensified (also see Kirkwood, 1993).
Issues of Self-Defense
If a battering victim expects that by hitting back, the abuser will stop and she 
will reduce her injuries, then she may opt for this approach. Dasgupta (2002, p. 1378) 
noted that “women are quite unsuccessful in achieving their objectives through 
violence.” It has been supported in other findings that women retaliating against their 
batterers may intensify their susceptibility to victimization as opposed to improving 
their safety (Bachman & Carmody, 1994; Bowker, 1983; Campbell et al., 1998; 
Ferraro, 1997). Further, West (1999, p. 166) argued that “combative strategies should 
not be evaluated in terms of their sufficiency as psychically healing remedies for 
women.” Specifically, the physical retaliation of battered women against their 
abusers does not necessarily assure emotional healing, even if the victims are 
successful in their aggressive pursuits. Nevertheless, there are many cases where the 
victim has succeeded in putting an end to her abuse through the application of lethal 
violence. Though profiled in academic literature (e.g., Browne, 1987; Mann, 1996; 
Walker, 2000), it is the popular media that brought women who murder their abusers 
to the public’s attention. These acts may occur at the time the abuser attacks, or in a 
more passive, safer method, such as while the batterer is incapacitated in some way 
(e.g., sleeping, passed out, etc.). In her comparison of women incarcerated in prison
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for killing or seriously harming their abusers with battered women incarcerated for 
other offenses, O’Keefe (1997) found that the women who harmed their batterers 
were in the relationship longer, had longer periods of and more severe instances of 
battering (including sexual abuse), were less likely to use violence against their 
batterers, and more so felt their lives were in jeopardy.
Saunders (1986) determined that self-defense was the most prevalent motive 
among battered women who retaliated and that battered women who used violence 
against their abusers deemed fighting back and self-defense as the same. Swan and 
Snow (2003) concluded that the motivation for women in battering relationships to be 
physically aggressive varies depending on their victim status. For women who 
committed more acts of violence and control than their intimate partners, referred to 
as “Abused Aggressors,” Swan and Snow found that retribution and control tended to 
be the motives for their aggression. These women were categorized as victims 
because “despite the balance of power being tilted toward the women in the Abused 
Aggressor group, as indicated by the greater levels of abuse committed by Abused 
Aggressors in comparison to their partners, Abused Aggressors do not feel a sense of 
control, autonomy, or agency in their relationships or their lives in general” (p. 104). 
Conversely, for the women whose partners were more violent and controlling than the 
women, they identified that defending themselves was apt to be their motive for using 
violence in the relationship. Lastly, Jacobson et al. (1996) determined that battered 
women who fought back were more likely to depart from an abusive relationship.
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Application of Retaliation Research
In analyzing the abusive experiences of the intimate partnerships of the 
women in my study, I deem that the women’s encounters were more consistent with 
Gondolf and Fisher’s (1988) survivor theory than with Walker’s (2000) learned 
helplessness thesis because of the respondents’ exceedingly active pursuits in 
combating the abuse. In addition, the retaliatory behavior of the participants ranged 
from not being consistent with previous research outcomes in describing women’s 
motivations and results of retaliation to being especially analogous with these earlier 
findings. Dasgupta’s (2002) indication that battered women were not remarkably 
prosperous in fulfilling their purposes through fighting back is not especially 
descriptive of the participants in my study, as the women did acquire some agency 
due to their efforts. Two of the studies provided some explanation for several of the 
women in my examination: O’Keefe’s (1997) findings on characteristic differences 
between incarcerated battered women who injured or killed their batterers compared 
to incarcerated battered women who did not injure their batterers; and Swan and 
Snow’s (2003) explanation of motivators of self-defense or retribution and control as 
dependant on the level of battered women’s victim status. The finding by Saunders 
(1986) that self-defense was prevalent among most battered women’s rationale for 
retaliation against batterers is particularly accurate with the analysis of the 
experiences of the participants in my study.
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BATTERED BLACK WOMEN AND RETALIATION
In regard to racial differences, some inquiries have demonstrated that the 
propensity to combat the attacks of a batterer varies among women. In particular, 
Black women have been found to fight back at greater rates than White women 
(Hampton, Gelles, & Harrop, 1989; Joseph, 1997; Stets, 1990; West & Rose, 2000). 
As most couples are intraracial, a review of one of the statistical findings regarding 
the intimate violence against Black men (of whom most would be heterosexual, 
thereby mainly being “victimized” by Black women), is important to this analysis. In 
an assessment of the National Crime Victimization Survey data, Rennison and 
Welchans (2000) ascertained that Black men’s intimate partner violence victimization 
was approximately 62% higher than that of White men. According to Mercy and 
Saltzman’s (1989) examination of spousal homicide based on the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation’s Supplemental Homicide Reports from 1976 to 1985, Black husbands 
had a greater chance of being killed by a spouse than Black wives, White wives, or 
White husbands. Further, Follingstad et al. (2001) discovered that bBlacks were 
more tolerant of using force in intimate relationships than Whites. These issues of 
disparate use of force are often explained by the different rates of exposure to 
violence. That is, Black women are more likely to live in neighborhoods and family 
environments where there is a higher concentration of violence. Additionally, Swan 
and Snow (2003) determined that a predictor of women’s aggression in adulthood is 
their experience of childhood trauma.
The subculture of violence theory, as developed by Wolfgang and Ferracuti 
(1967), was addressed in Chapter Four as it relates to domestic violence and African
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Americans. As presented, the subculture of violence thesis purported that in certain
subcultures, violence is more accepted and promoted (Wolfgang & Ferracuti, 1967).
It has been hypothesized that Black people as a group are one of the subcultures
endorsing or supporting violence within and among its community and community
members (Lichtenstein, 1984; Stets, 1990; Surrat et al., 2004; Wolfgang & Ferracuti,
1967). Notably, Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967, p. 154) provided their racially
stereotypic explanation of Black women’s higher rates of violent acts, specifically
considering homicide, as compared to women in other cultures:
Violent behavior appears more dependent on cultural differences than on sex 
differences, traditionally considered of paramount importance in the expression of 
aggression. It could be argued, of course, that in a more matriarchal role than that 
of her white counterpart, the Negro female both enjoys and suffers more of the 
male role as head of the household, as parental authority and supervisor; that this 
imposed role makes her more aggressive, more male dike, more willing and more 
likely to respond violently. Because most of the victims of Negro female 
homicide offenders are Negro males, the Negro female may be striking out 
aggressively against the inadequate male protector whom she desperately wants 
but often cannot find or hold.
Wolfgang and Ferracuti’s deduction was also recognized more than 20 years later by 
Stets (1990) in her investigation of intimate partner violence, where she determined 
that there is indeed a subculture of violence among African Americans.
As I stressed in Chapter Four, the subculture of violence theory is not a
plausible explanation for the higher rates of intimate partner violence within Black
couples. We can examine several other factors to aid in the explanation of battered
Black women’s greater rates of retaliation starting with their disinclination to view
themselves as victims. West and Rose (2000, p. 488) offered that
Perhaps women who do not identify as oppressed by men use physical aggression 
against their partners because they perceive themselves as empowered, rather than
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as victims. Due to Black women’s long history of physical abuse and oppression, 
both within their homes and in the larger society, they had to be prepared to 
defend themselves against violence.
Black feminist theorists, in particular, have offered multiple factors that could be 
applied to better explain Black women’s reluctance to view themselves as victims and 
their propensity to fight off their batterers. For instance, and similar to West and 
Rose’s assertion, Collins (2000, p. 159) wrote, “Because hegemonic ideologies make 
everyday violence against Black women appear so routine, some women perceive 
neither themselves nor those around them as victims.” In their comparison of White 
and Black women victims of intimate abuse, Rogers et al. (2003) found that battered 
Black women need help to realize that they have been victimized while White women 
are able to identify as a victim prior to seeking treatment services.
Ferraro and Johnson (1983, p. 335) contended that when battered women 
express their anger over their abuse, “it often leads to feelings of strength and 
exhilaration,” but for “women socialized to reject angry feelings as unfeminine, 
coping with anger is difficult.” Swan and Snow (2003) found that women in 
battering relationships who did not use as much physical aggression or control as 
their male mates had higher levels of suppressed anger, little anger control, and more 
injuries, when compared to women who were the primary aggressors in the 
relationships. Because African American women are raised in the United States with 
the stereotype of being strong, angry, and more masculine than White women 
(Asbury, 1987; Brice-Baker, 1994; Collins, 2000; Gillum, 2002; Jewell, 1993), I 
maintain that the ability for many battered Black women to express angry feelings 
and to communicate their anger in a retaliatory manner is less difficult than it may be
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for other women. This is not because Black women necessarily typify traits of 
strength, anger, and masculinity, but because they are not as compelled to meet a 
prescribed feminine role within U.S. society. Indeed, Black women are instructed on 
how to be “ladylike,”33 particularly by their mothers and othermothers, but because of 
compelling societal stereotypes, Black women are less confined by the traditional 
feminine role as White women may be. Fittingly, Dietz and Jasinski (2003) 
determined that women as intimate violence perpetrators did not have significantly 
high levels of masculinity traits. And West and Rose (2000, p. 483), in their survey 
of 243 single African American women and men, found that, in general, “participants 
did not endorse items that emphasized traditional gender roles for women.” 
Furthermore, my study participants’ mothers concurrently taught the women how to 
be strong women (to be thoroughly discussed in Chapter Eleven), which also aids in 
battered Black women’s proclivity to fight back. If battered Black women choose not 
to fight back it may be due to the fear of subsequent battering, but more likely 
because of the fear of losing their mates, who they need for emotional support, social 
expectations, and, sometimes, financial assistance. Nevertheless, even feelings of 
fear for further harm and of being without an intimate companion tend to wane at 
some point for battered Black women.
“YOU WANT TO FIGHT? WE GONNA FIGHT!”
A number of participants in my study demonstrated the inability to deem 
themselves victims or battered women (hooks, 1989). This self-perception is based in
33 One of the definitions of “lady” in the Merriam-Webster dictionary describes the term as “a woman 
of refinement and gentle manners.” The dictionary provides a secondary definition of the term 
“ladylike” as “lacking in strength, force, or virility.”
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the issues raised in the previous section and is also the result of the respondents
internalizing society’s and the criminal processing system’s view to not regard and
acknowledge African American women as victims (see, e.g., Belknap, 2001, for
discussion on disregard for Black women as victims). Thirty-seven-year-old Naomi
offered the following acknowledgment about her first battering situation: “I didn’t
think of myself as being battered.” Queen is a 50-year-old certified counselor who
was a facilitator of substance abuse and domestic violence educational and treatment
groups, particularly for court-ordered offenders. Queen’s most volatile relationship
ended many years ago. She described this relationship in the context of the
recognized definition of intimate partner violence:
I fought back, but I just got beat down. That’s the way I was. That was it. I was 
just getting beat. No big deal. Still today, I don’t see it as domestic violence. 1 
was just getting beat up. I know “domestic” is because it was my partner. If they 
want to call it domestic violence... To me I was just getting beat up by a man, by 
my husband... I was doing my substance abuse groups... Now I was going to do 
domestic violence with [my boss]. They were all men. I’d be sitting there with 
her. Guys would come in. She’d be talking to them about their behavior, beating 
up their wives. Still, I didn’t feel like I’d been a victim. I don’t know why. 
They’re talking about beating their wives. I was never like, “Yeah, I know how 
that is.” I never connected that I had been a victim of what they’re in there for... 
Women buy into being a victim.
The inability to view themselves as victims aided in the women’s inclination 
to respond to their batterers’ violent acts with corresponding force. The semantics of 
viewing the abuse as fights, brawls, and battles redefines the circumstance of “woman 
battering” for battered Black women to that equal to being solicited into physical 
conflict with a stranger. Though violent crimes against women occur more often by a
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person who previously knew the female victim (Rennison & Rand, 2003),34 it is more 
accepted, and perhaps expected, in U.S. society to fend off unknown attackers with 
comparable means or by any means necessary to protect oneself, and much less clear 
about how to handle aggression by acquaintances. Comparatively, by considering 
their intimate victimization as being engaged in “fights, brawls, and battles” -  terms 
more fitting with stranger or “street” altercations -  instead of as “woman battering,” 
the participants enabled themselves to regard the abuse by an intimate from a stranger 
perspective, where it is more acceptable to retaliate.
Of the seven women who were not socialized to any noteworthy forms of 
violence during their youth, five of them were especially reluctant to fight their 
batterers, though a few did make attempts toward the end of the abusive relationships. 
Naomi typically did not fight back and stated her reason for doing so by replying, “I 
did what I could at that time, what I knew at that time.” Forty-one-year-old Paula 
was raised similar to Naomi, and also never fought her abuser, but felt differently at 
the time of my interview with her: “When I see him.. .1 feel like pushing him...
[H]e’s a symbol of something negative to me. So I feel like striking out at him... I 
feel like he was taking the power and manipulating it. Sometimes I feel like I can do 
it, too, now.” Forty-four-year-old Yolanda, also not socialized to violence, never 
fought back against her first abuser, but did make an attempt in her second battering 
relationship: “As soon as he got upset, I tried to fight back. I tried to hit him back.
34 According to National Crime Victimization Survey data from 2002, Rennison and Rand (2003, p. 
10) reported that “[o]f those offenders victimizing females, 40% were described as 
friends/acquaintances, 20% as intimates, and 7% as some other relative. Strangers to the victim 
committed 31% of the violence against females.”
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The majority of the time I didn’t, but sometimes I did try to fight back... I never tried
to hit the first one back. I just took it.”
All but four of the 33 women who were socialized to a type of violence during
their upbringing regularly fought back. One of these four women was Gloria, a 36-
year-old who was a fighter during her youth and, as revealed in Chapter Four, did not
understand why she did not retaliate against her four abusers. She had a distinct
background from the remaining three women who were socialized to violence and did
not typically fight back. Gloria was raised mainly by her mother and was the middle
child with two siblings. The other three women had fairly similar childhood
backgrounds. Twenty-four-year-old Phoebe, 43-year-old Grace, and 26-year-old
Erica were each raised by both biological parents and were middle children. Grace
and Erica each have six siblings and Phoebe has eight. Like most of the women who
were not socialized to violence during childhood, these three women usually did not
fight back, and when they did, it was at the close of the relationships. It may be
possible that these three women did not physically react to their victimization because
they were making unwavering attempts to cling to the source of parenthood for which
they were familiar and grateful. Phoebe’s narrative illustrated that she did what she
could to protect herself, and was even more hindered when she was pregnant:
I started to in the end, but of course he’s bigger than me. He’s a man. He hits 
harder. I would try. I would slap him or push him away from me, but I can only 
do so much. Especially being pregnant, I’m not gonna endanger my kid. I would 
just try to protect myself from his rage as much as I could.
As demonstrated in Phoebe’s account, the participants’ decision to fight was 
often dictated by the physical size and strength of their batterers. Gelles and Straus
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(1988) concluded that because of the size and strength of their male partners, women 
who retaliate against their abusers will often use objects to fight back. Many of my 
study participants acknowledged these physiological differences between women and 
men. A few women even commented that they now like to be with men who are 
small in stature, because the women would have equal footing when the battles 
commenced or that the men would simply be reluctant to introduce physical abuse 
into the relationship because of their diminutive size in relation to their female mates. 
These participants tended to recount these stories in a joking manner, however, there 
was an insinuation of seriousness in their claims. Regarding physical size in prior 
abusive relationships and the participants’ attempts at physical retaliation, 43-year-old 
Jacqueline replied, “I tried [to fight him]. He was like The Hulk and I was a little runt. 
He would literally pick me up and throw me, and I’d be airborne until I landed 
somewhere.” Though the women in my study often described the batterers’ physical 
attributes regarding their sizes, this typically did not deter the women from fighting 
back.
As established earlier, most of the participants fought back. Some of the 
women would strike first if they thought the batterer was about to hit them. Inez 
stated, “I started fighting back because I could look in his eyes and I could see he was 
getting ready to hurt me, then I’ll start trying to hurt him before he hurt me.” Forty- 
five-year-old Helene’s experience captured many of the battered Black women’s 
contextualization of being beaten and the initiation of taking counteractive measures 
against their batterers:
After a while, you get tired. After a few times of me not fighting back, because I
still don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t like to fight. I never have... That’s
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crazy. But you have to do what you have to do at a certain point, I don’t care how 
old you are. I stood up. I was so tired. 1 stood on my toes and I dropped him in 
the kitchen... You let somebody think that you’re afraid, and they’ll get away 
with it and they’ll just keep on.
Danielle, 43 years old, shared a similar attitude when she spoke of why she is
cautious when entering new relationships:
I’m afraid that I’m gonna kill somebody. They come running up on me talking 
about jumping on me -  I’m not takin’ no more ass whuppings... I try not to put 
myself in the positions to where we have to fight... You can’t raise me, I can’t 
raise you. Don’t hit me, I won’t hit you, ‘cause now I hit back and I even cut.
Based on some of the women’s backgrounds, they made their best attempts to 
not repeat the aggressive dysfunction of their parents and other violent family 
members. Forty-five-year-old Renee made the connection between childhood 
maltreatment and future experiences with abuse, either as a victim or a perpetrator: 
“Yeah, I was abusive, too. So the abused can become the abuser... I can tell you I 
was a hitter. I did a lot of knocking brains out. A lot of that was volatile energy 
because I didn’t want to be like my mom.” Renee viewed her mother as weak and as 
a victim of her father’s abuse: “My mom was very much like Edith Bunker35 in 
behavior. You could peek around the corner and say boo and she would just fall 
apart.” This is a rare perception, maintained by only a few participants of their 
mothers. Typically, the women saw their mothers as strong women, regardless of 
their relationships with them.
35 Edith Bunker was a character in the popular 1970s television series, in the Family, married to the 
main character, Archie, a bigot and sexist. She is described as a
devoted and dutiful wife [who] may in fact be a bit of a “dingbat,” as Archie calls her, but she is 
also the glue that holds the Bunker home together... [H]e is opinionated and short-tempered, she 
is patient and unbiased. She is completely devoted to her husband, and sees him as a good man. 
She is warm in her heart, and knows how to keep her hubby happy, even though she doesn't 
always quite have a grasp on what is happening around her. (www.TVLand.com, 2004)
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As featured in Chapter Four, a number of the participants were fighters during 
their youth. Cicely was one of these girl-fighters. When asked if there was abuse in 
her first marriage, 52-year-old Cicely replied: “I probably was abusive to him... If I 
couldn’t have my way I either hit him or throw something at him. I remember one 
time I threw a straightening comb at him. I threw the iron and hit him, too. Skillet, 
too.” Cicely’s first husband was never physically abusive to her. Even in her first 
abusive relationship as a victim, Cicely believed she was the first to hit: “I don’t 
remember the very first time. It started mostly with the verbal stuff. The first time, I 
probably would have hit him first. You get tired of being called names and stuff.” 
Cicely did make attempts to quell her aggressive behavior, but disliked the resulting 
emotions:
When they attack me first, or pushed me and I didn’t retaliate, then I would get 
angry with myself because I didn’t retaliate and I would keep it in myself. I’m 
saying, “OK, I deserved that, I’ll be cool.” Till it builds up. Then somebody else 
would get it.
Forty-four-year-old Toni also described herself as a fighter and described how this 
transpired in her abusive relationships:
I’m a fighter. I’m gonna fight. You want to fight? We gonna fight! We can take 
it outside. ‘Cause I wasn’t going to let him just hit on me. When I bulked back 
up to him, he would back down. But one time.. .1 said, “I need to go to the 
grocery store.” I come back and he meets me outside the house. He said to strip. 
He had a weapon on me, outside in my front yard. I had to take my clothes off.
He had a knife. Here I am standing stark butt naked outside, crying. It was 
during the day. No one was outside. There was a game on. We didn’t stay for 
the whole game, so everyone else was in the house watching the game. My kids 
were at a friend’s house. Somehow, I can’t remember, I ended up getting back in 
the house. He got very physical. He put the knife up and said, “You want to fight? 
We gonna fight.” So we started fighting. Somehow he had pinned me on the bed, 
so I took everything I had and kicked him right in the stomach. He bulked down 
to the floor and we had to take him to the hospital.
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A number of the women succeeded in shocking their batterers with the 
ferocity of their retaliation, as found in previous research (Campbell et al., 1998).
The following anecdote demonstrates Olivia’s boyfriend’s alarm by her reply to his 
injurious conduct:
I was wearing fake braids back then. He took this whole right side of my hair and 
grabbed it and wrapped the braids around his hand and yanked all these braids out 
of my head... I hit him in the head with the telephone and that’s what stopped 
him, brought him to his senses... He said, “You tried to kill me!” “Hell, yeah, I 
tried to kill you! Look what you did to my house! Look what you did to me!
You pulled the braids out of my head!”
Billie, 42 years old, succeeded in astonishing her abusive boyfriend with the intensity 
of her retaliation, as well:
I was sitting there on the porch. He came up and he knocked the shit out of me! 
He knocked me off the porch. It’s kind of a high porch. I fell off in the rose 
bushes and everything. I had thorns sticking out of my head and everything. He 
hit me so hard I was sober. I wasn’t drunk anymore. I was sober. And I 
remembered what my sister said, “You got to whup his ass! You got to put a stop 
to it, or else he’s gonna kill you.” We had dirt in our yard. I got me a handful of 
dirt and I threw it in his face. I had on some Dr. Scholl’s sandals, with the wood 
on the bottom of them, with the little strap of leather. I took them shoes off, put 
them around my hand and I just started whaling on his ass! I was just whaling on 
him. He called the police on me. I had been getting jumped on for five years.
I’m tired of this. I can’t take it any more. And they take me to jail. He kept 
telling them, “She’s a manic depressive. She refuses to take her medicine. That’s 
why she’s out here jumping on me.” Girl, I wasn’t a manic depressive. I was 
tired of him kicking my ass!
Thirty-five-year-old Mariah felt she angered her abuser by fighting back. This 
was Angie’s experience, too, whose efforts at fighting back seemed to cause the 
opposite effect of what the 39-year-old was trying to accomplish with one of her three 
abusive boyfriends:
I did, but then I realized it was futile. You would think when you hit back that 
they would just stop... But it did end quicker when I didn’t fight back. So I
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learned that. We could be battlin’ all day, but when I didn’t hit back it was 
shorter. Couple, five, six punches or whatever.
Twenty-two-year-old Ebony also had this encounter when she retaliated, but she 
decided to alter her approach:
I started getting weapons when it started getting worse. I had to pick up a vase 
one time because he was coming at me with closed fists. A broom to back him up 
off me. I remember I grabbed a knife to back him up off me one time... [0]nce I 
got like that, he would just keep hitting me like I was a regular person. Once I 
started getting his routine down, then I would pick up something so that...he ain’t 
going to hit me that first time to where he could just continue to hit me.
Probably with a frying pan, that was the worst. He had to get stitches for that. I 
hit him on the side of his head with that.
While generally satisfied that they stood up for themselves, some of the 
participants equated their fighting back as a game employed by the batterer that they 
were deceived into playing. This was the case for Olivia who recounted, “I slapped 
back... I played into that.” Michelle also considered that she fell into the game of 
using violence to respond to violence. The 54-year-old declared, “I was a spirited co­
combatant.”
LETHAL THOUGHTS AND ACTIONS
Certain participants seriously thought about killing their abusers and some of 
them actually made attempts to do so. For most of the women who made attempts to 
murder their batterers, it was by chance that they did not. At this juncture, I provide 
extended narratives to fully capture the extent and nature of how the women came to 
plan and/or attempt the taking of their abusers’ lives.
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The first few narratives presented here are of three participants who
contemplated killing their abusive mates. Each woman was in her respective
relationship for no more than three years. Billie described how she began to feel
about her boyfriend after being repeatedly sexually and physically abused by him:
“What makes you think after you jump on me I’m going to sleep with you?” He 
would lay down and go to sleep with me. I was like, what if I just get up and get 
a butcher knife and slit his throat while he’s sleep, after he done jumped on me 
and had sex? I used to think about that.
Within her private thoughts, Jacqueline planned out the death of her husband, who
was her first of two abusers in her life, and why she did not follow through with her
strategy:
I remember laying in bed at night thinking, OK, I could kill him now and I can go 
hide the body out in the field. Literally plotting his death. It was getting to the 
point where I was seriously thinking about doing it. I didn’t want to stay the rest 
of my life in jail. That’s what did it. That was the last straw. If it would have 
been one more day, I honestly think I would have probably been in jail for murder, 
I was sleeping with knives under the pillows, knives stuck down in the side of the 
couch. But whenever it would come to it, if he would hit me, I never did pull 
them out. I think he would have killed me if I would have. His demise was going 
to be in his sleep. He was huge. I was scared if he got that from me, the way he 
acted he would have took me out, if he was awake during that.
After being pushed into a china cabinet by her boyfriend earlier in the day, Toni went
to a hospital to get stitches in her arm. She recalled her boyfriend’s subsequent
behavior and her ensuing thoughts about how to handle the situation:
They stitched me up and I went home. He felt bad, but that only lasted about an 
hour... I’m sitting on the bed saying, “I’m tired of this.” He started kicking me, 
right here [on my leg]. I wouldn’t move my leg. I just sat there. He just kicked. 
That bruise was so embedded in my shin, it took about four years before it wasn’t 
tender any more... He just kept kicking and kicking. I didn’t feel anything. I 
was numb. I just came in from this and now this is happening, and the next thing 
that happened, he spit on me. I just sat there, spit just running down my face... I 
just sat there. He was trying to get a reaction from me. But I had nothing left. 
That’s when the thought started going through my mind; I want to kill him... I
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thought, OK, this weekend I’m taking my kids back to [the city]. I’m going to 
stay with my mom. I’ll make sure my insurance and beneficiary stuff is all OK, 
because this weekend somebody is going to die, him or me... I thought, I’m tired. 
I was raised with nothing, I still have nothing. I’m tired of people telling me I 
ain’t worth nothing.
An additional set of women made actual attempts to slay their abusers. Their
endeavors ranged from trying to locate the abuser to kill him to being in the act of
harming him and hoping for his death. These attempts also ranged from impromptu
to premeditated efforts. The members of this group of women were in the last of
multiple abusive relationships and/or had been in the relationship for at least five
years. Cicely told of how she began to feel with her first abusive relationship (her
second marriage), which lasted about five years, then of her actions toward her third
abuser (her fifth husband), whom she was married to for seven years:
When I had gotten to the point where [I wanted to get out of my second marriage], 
I would lay there in bed trying to figure out how I could kill him without me 
going to jail. Couldn’t ever come up with a lot of it. I couldn’t ever come up 
with a good reason in how I can do this. And that’s why I never killed him. One 
of them I did try. He would come in and he would want to have sex and I didn’t 
want to be bothered... He would force himself and it would hurt. Twice he 
choked me to where I passed out. I would leave and I would go back. I would 
keep a gun up under the mattress... I ended up in the hospital, but not because of 
his hitting me and with his verbal abuse and taking the car and selling it to drug 
dealers. I got so angry that I couldn’t kill him that I tried to commit suicide.
They had to put me in the hospital for being homicidal and suicidal... I was 
trying to kill him, but I couldn’t find him. I was goin’ kill him, shoot him!
Trying to find him, and I couldn’t find him. I ended up in the hospital because I 
was so angry I was going to take it out on myself. I called the [suicide] hotline...
I didn’t call them to respond. I called them to talk me down, so I could calm 
down so I wouldn’t react.
Michelle also came close to attempting to kill her battering husband of 10
years:
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I waited till he was asleep and I got a knife. I gently turned the lock on his 
bedroom door and the door was locked... Aside from killing him, nothing would 
have satisfied me in terms of hurting him. I think he was so emotionally fucked 
that I think that very little could have hurt him. I really do. I can’t conceive of 
anything that could have hurt him. I think he’s hurting now, ‘cause [our sons] 
have no contact at all with him. But then, no.
Fifty-one-year-old Wendy was living in Germany with her military husband 
and children when she reached her threshold of tolerance for her husband’s 
maltreatment and made an attempt to kill him:
We lived up on the sixth floor, and we had a elevator right outside our door. I 
took off all my clothes. I got stark naked, because I didn’t want to get blood on 
my clothes. I was gonna wash myself off in the bushes. Then dry myself off in 
the leaves and then tiptoe back up the stairs, and go back in my house. [I did this] 
so that I would have no bloody clothes or anything. I tiptoed down the stairs at 
midnight. I hid out, and I had a long butcher knife. I hid outside the compound in 
the bushes. I waited for him... At that time, American soldiers were being killed 
over there by Germans. I was gonna say a German killed him. I had planned it 
all out. The sun was coming out. I said, “Oh my God, I can’t stay out here like 
this.” He didn’t come home like he said he was gonna come home. I was gonna 
kill him that night. I was gonna stab him to death... This is how desperate I had 
gotten. I had got tired of the beatings... He showed up just as I got my clothes on. 
I had packed his stuff up, I said, “I want you out.” He just start kicking me.
When he was through, he was sitting on the side of the bed shining his shoes, 
getting ieady for work. I got up, half-crazed out of my mind. I’m in the kitchen, 
have that same knife I had earlier... He had his back turned, shining his shoes, 
and I sneak up on him. I went to raise the knife up and to stab him. My daughter 
just started screaming... When he turned around and he seen the knife in my hand, 
I said, “She just saved your life. Because if you ever hit me again, I will kill you.
I don’t care how long I stay in prison. I will kill you.” He seen the look in my 
face, and in my eyes, and he knew that I had had enough. Enough was enough. 
Then he acted OK, for a while.
Danielle was in her third and final abusive relationship when she made her 
attempt to kill her boyfriend of a year and a half:
He wanted to whup me like I was his kid, and I told him, “Boy, go sit down!”
He s talkin bout, “I whup all my women.” I had a can of spray and I sprayed 
him in his eyes and I just started jabbing him with my knife... I tried to kill him, 
blind him, sprayed some Raid in his eyes, and I started stabbing him. I didn’t
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know he used to whup his women. And you ain’t fent36 to whup m e... That was 
the first time and the last time that he hit me... I wish he had bled to death. But 
he didn’t.
As should be evident from these stories of women who thought about and/or 
made efforts to take the lives of their abusers, these women had reached great despair. 
The women who shared that they had thoughts about killing their batterers, but did 
not act on these thoughts, were in the relationships under five years or were in the 
first or second abusive relationship. The main distinctions between this group of 
women and those participants who attempted to act or acted on their mortal thoughts 
are (1) they were in the relationship for at least five years; or (2) the relationship was 
the last of a string of three or more abusive relationships. Essentially, these 
participants had reached the limit in their resilience to withstand the abuse. At the 
time of their deliberations and actions, the women deemed that murder was their most 
advantageous method of escape. It was often these most volatile infractions, where 
the women fought back with brute force or rationally contemplated the outcome of 
their drastic plots, that finally enabled them to end the abusive relationship. The 
renouncement of these abusive relationships will be concentrated on in Chapters 
Eight and Nine regarding departure methods.
SUMMARY
When the first physically violent event occurred for the participants, they 
responded with shock, and most of them did not physically retaliate. But the majority 
of the women eventually began to defend themselves against their abusers’ battering.
Fent is a term used to mean “getting ready” or “preparing.” A colloquial term similar to “fent to” 
is “fixing to.”
223
Fighting is typically viewed as a masculine activity, engaged in mainly by males, 
however, the women did not view themselves as unfeminine when they fought back, 
but as defenders of themselves, their children, and their right to not be abused. The 
typecast roles of Black women in the United States likely freed the participants to 
retaliate against their batterers without the guilt of feeling less than a woman and 
more like a man for doing so. Where there was a notable difference among the 
women was between those who experienced some form of socialization to violence 
and those who did not. Those not socialized to violence were less likely to retaliate 
or did not do so until the end of their relationships.
Many of the women cited that they were reluctant to fight back or had 
difficulty succeeding in fighting back because of their batterers’ physical size, but this 
did not normally limit their efforts of retaliation. The women spoke of the surprise 
they elicited from the batterers when they fought back because of the ferociousness of 
their retaliation. Several of the women did significant physical damage to their 
abusers and some of the participants gave serious contemplation to killing their 
abusers, while a few actually made attempts at doing so.
The findings reported in this chapter highlight the need to address “learned 
helplessness” more fully. While the women in this study faced many obstacles to 
leaving the abusers, they also typically showed incredible fortitude and resilience, not 
consistent with learned helplessness. The extreme nature of the abuse in their 
relationships was characterized by women who believed their only way out of the 
abuse was to kill their husbands. Perhaps the learned helplessness aspect of these 
women is more consistent with when they became addicted to alcohol or drugs, as
224
will be described in Chapter Ten on effects of the abuse; but, overall, there was not 
support for learned helplessness in this study.
I conclude that battered African American women typically fight back 
because they know they, and all the Black women before them, have labored and 
persisted through an expansive assortment of struggles, starting with slavery and 
through present times, for which much of the crusade has not changed in the past 
several decades (West, 2003; D.S. Williams, 1993). Black women still endure 
considerable amounts of racism, sexism, classism, and other biased discrimination, 
which intersects all age, socioeconomic, and educational levels of Black women, as 
demonstrated here. This standpoint allows the women to view their abuse by an 
intimate as another form of domination that they must fight off on a regular basis. As 
such, the women do not usually frame their abuse as “battering” or “victimization,” 
but, simultaneously, did not typically consider themselves to be the creators of 
dissonance and abuse in the relationships.
CHAPTER 8 
USE OF PERSONAL, INTERPERSONAL, AND ECCLESIASTICAL 
RESOURCES TO LEAVE ABUSIVE INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS 
INTRODUCTION
A significant amount of the literature on battered women focuses on the 
responses of these women to their abuse (e.g., Browne, 1987; Ferraro, 1997; Richie, 
1996; Walker, 2000) and was partially addressed in previous chapters. Though 
changing, the perception that these women cause the abuse (Yoshioka, DiNoia, & 
Ullah, 2001) and that they can easily leave the situation is still prevalent among lay 
observers (Follingstad et al., 2001), particularly those who have not been victims of 
such abuse (Nabi & Horner, 2001). Several explanations for staying in abusive 
relationships have been offered in the research on battered women. To start, these 
include a combination of the emotions love and fear. At some point during the start 
of the relationship and prior to the abuse, for example, the battered woman fell in love 
with the batterer. This love causes much internal conflict for the woman when the 
abuse starts (Ferraro & Johnson, 1983), In addition, she may begin to fear her partner 
because of verbalized or non-verbalized threats made to her. According to Walker 
(2000), this is coupled with intermittent acts of love, such as buying her gifts, which 
makes for even more conflicting feelings toward the batterer. This is known as the 
Walker Cycle Theory of Violence (Walker, 2000). In my study, the women’s 
relationships tended to follow this cycle of violence, as 42-year-old Billie shared: “He 
even cried.. .actual tears. Now that I look back at it, he needed an Oscar. Don’t give
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it to Denzel, give it to Kadeem Arnold, ‘cause he played it and I fell for it! It took 
him a year before he did it again. But he did it again.”
Even if the abused woman falls out of love for her batterer — or in a few cases, 
never felt such for him -  the fear of further abuse oftentimes will compel her to 
remain in the relationship. No literature was discovered that addressed the 
differences in levels of fear among the various races and ethnicities of women, though 
speculations can be made based on other findings. For instance, as discussed in the 
previous chapter, battered Black women have been found to fight back more than 
other women (Hampton, Gelles, & Harrop, 1989; Joseph, 1997; Stets, 1990; West & 
Rose, 2000). Accordingly, perhaps their level of fear is lower than other women and 
it is other factors that are keeping Black women in these abusive relationships. In 
addition, any fear held by battered Black women may be developed into a self­
defensive stance, similar to that displayed against unknown violent assailants, 
demonstrated by these women talking back and physically attacking their batterers to 
protect themselves.
Once a victim has reached a stage where she realizes the abuser will not 
change his behavior and that her life, and possibly the lives of her children, may be in 
danger, she is better able to begin to take steps to leave the relationship (Brown, 1997; 
Burke et al, 2001; Wuest & Merritt-Gray, 1999). The battered women will begin to 
devise plans to remove themselves from the home, such as getting a separate and 
hidden savings account and looking for a place to live. Unfortunately, a battered 
woman may be more at risk of abuse once she leaves the relationship (Campbell,
1992; Ellis, 1987; Ferraro, 1997; Mahoney, 1991; Pagelow, 1993; Wilson & Daly,
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1993). It is at this stage where some abused women will seek out refuge in battered 
women’s shelters or in the care of family or friends. Utilizing other social service 
agencies or the criminal processing system are also options exercised by battered 
women.
Fifty-two-year-old Cicely provided an insightful summation of battered 
women’s dilemma with breaking away from violent intimate relationships, including 
the rationale for remaining in and leaving the relationships, the judgment by others of 
the battered woman’s choices, and the ensuing consequences of the battered woman’s 
responses to the violence:
In order for you to leave an abusive relationship, it has to be you within your own 
self to make that decision that you want something better. Some women never 
leave an abusive situation because they come out of a parent relationship, where 
their parents was abusive, and they feel that’s the way it’s supposed to be. Some 
don’t leave because they have been brutally injured and the fear and the threat and 
they stay there or they eventually kill the mate. It’s gotten to the point to where if 
you kill your spouse and you end up in court, the system says, “Oh, you could 
have left.” That’s what the system says. So therefore you’re a murderer... They 
next thing they throw at you, “Why didn’t you tell somebody?” For one thing, 
you’re afraid. How can you tell somebody when the first thing that will come out 
of their mouth is, “Well, leave!” ... It’s always you, you, you. So what’s the use 
of telling them? So you keep it to yourself. You got a black eye, put your little 
make-up on. “What happened?” “I ran into the door.” Why tell anybody? 
Eventually you get to the point where you retaliate, you kill him, you end up in 
court. “Why didn’t you leave? Why’d you kill somebody? Oh you could have, 
you should have...” You, you, you. What are you thinking in your mind? What 
are you hearing? It’s all my fault... I’m going to prison for 50 years for 
something somebody did to me because the system is saying it’s all my fault. 
Because they’re not looking at how I got from point A to point B.
Though Cicely referred to retaliation in the form of murder, this can also apply to 
non-lethal forms of retaliation by battered women, particularly battered Black women.
Short et al. (2000) found many similarities between the intimate partner 
violence experiences of White and Black women victims regarding the rational
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choice to stay in or leave an abusive relationship. In addition to women staying in 
abusive relationships because of love and fear, the reasons included desiring a 
tiaditional nuclear family, financial and emotional dependency on the batterer, and 
hopelessness, (Short et al., 2000). Additional reasons for battered women remaining 
in their abusive relationships are: (1) denial that it is abuse; (2) the belief the batterer 
will change; (3) no family support; and (4) no place to go (Belknap, 2001).
Though women of all cultures, races, and ethnicities employ similar methods 
of escaping abusive relationships, some variations by culture, race, and ethnicity exist. 
In contemplating battered Black women’s ease with departing from their abusive 
relationships, hooks (2000a, pp. 125-126) concluded:
Certainly many black women feel they must confront a degree of abuse wherever 
they turn in this society... These women often feel that abuse will be an element 
in most of their personal interactions. They are more inclined to accept abuse in 
situations where there are some rewards or benefits, where abuse is not the sole 
characteristic of the interaction. Since this is usually the case in situations where 
male violence occurs, they may be reluctant, even unwilling, to end these 
relationships. Like other groups of women, they fear the loss of care.
This chapter addresses some of the avenues utilized by the participants in my 
study to remove themselves from their abusive relationships. I begin with an 
examination of the process of leaving, including obstacles to doing so. I then discuss 
the participants’ utilization of family and friends, and religion and spirituality. The 
use of social services networks, including the criminal processing system to assist 
with terminating their abusive relationships, will be concentrated on in the following 
chapter.
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GETTING OUT
Regrettably, leaving an abusive relationship is rarely a one-time event.
Ferraro (1997) reported that battered women typically make five to seven attempts at
leaving abusive relationships before they do so permanently. Returning to an abusive
relationship, as mentioned above, is oftentimes connected to the level of the victim’s
fear of the abuser, her dependency on the abuser, or not having the resources to
protect herself from being found and further harmed by the abuser. Each of these
themes, in addition to socialization to violence, the level of violence, and
commitment to traditional family life, will be discussed in this section.
Socialization to Violence
In reflecting on their decisions to leave the abusive relationships, some of the
women often referred to their experiences in their families of origin. In Chapter Four
I reported that many of the women were exposed to abuse, either as victims or as
witnesses of others’ (typically parents’) abuse. The participants often considered
their abusive upbringings as they were moving toward the process of leaving an
abusive relationship. In relation to her “toleration” of maltreatment, 54-year-old
Michelle reflected on her abusive childhood, which she believed may have kept her in
the relationship longer than someone who was not abused:
Why would I take this? This is stupid. I don’t have to. Because I grew up in an 
abusive family? There is no reason in the world for me to take this kind of abuse. 
And then I got mad at myself ‘cause I thought, “Why’d I ever take it to start 
with?” Well, there’s a learning curve. Especially if that is how you grow up.
Isis, a 28-year-old of low-income socioeconomic status throughout her entire 
life, also made the connection between her childhood victimization and how it
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facilitated in her becoming “trapped” in an abusive relationship. She discussed how
she began to think of her situation as the abusive relationship progressed:
I know I’m not a child any more. I can take care of myself. I’m an adult. I can 
get up and leave if I don’t like what somebody say. Back then [with my abusive 
stepfather] a lot of the times I had to just sit and deal with it. I’m so happy I have 
the freedom now. Something I didn’t even know I had with my daughter’s dad. 
Somebody say what you don’t like, leave. I never thought I had that with him. I 
thought I had to be there and resolve it, clean the relationship... I should have 
been more concerned about taking care of myself. A lot of times I just didn’t.
Isis’s revelation that she believed it was her duty to “clean the relationship” 
and that, in the process, she neglected her own well-being, represents African 
American women’s tendency to be nurturers, caretakers, and problem-solvers, while 
subordinating their own interests for the sake of others’ happiness (Collins, 2000).
For the few women who had no socialization to violence, they had few 
references to being in abusive relationships and knowing how to maneuver their way 
out of them. Thirty-seven-year-old Naomi’s two-biological-parent working-class 
household of origin provided her with the model of a content and intact couple. She 
and the women with similar backgrounds strived to make their own relationships 
succeed:
There was nothing in my head that told me to get away. Nothing said, “This isn’t 
right. He doesn’t love you. Getaway.” I always got the guilt gift. He was like, 
“If you come back, I’ll buy you this ring, I’ll be there for you.” I never came 
back because of that. I always just came back. And suddenly the whole cycle 
would start again.
Forty four-year-old Yolanda, raised in a middle-class home, was another participant 
who was reared by both biological parents and with no significant socialization to
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violence. Her recollection described how her background dictated how she responded 
to the intimate violence and her method of getting out:
I was embarrassed. I didn’t want nobody to know about it. It made me feel like I 
was a failure, I’m stupid... My dad never hit my mom. I never had experienced 
anything like it before in my life. I don’t know why, but I never, ever told anyone 
1 wouldn’t have told anyone that one day, except that I was afraid for my kids 
afraid that he was really going to kill me that time. That was the only reason why 
I had mouthed that to the person that walked by. I was really terrified I thought 
he was going to really hurt me that time. Now that I’m older, I can see it Back 
then, when you’re younger, you don’t see it like that... I don’t have any 
explanation of why you put up with it. I know for a while, financial-wise, but 
then I knew that I could take care of myself. I don’t know if it was just love, 
feelings, thinking that he’s gonna change...and then it happens again and again 
and again. So finally you’ve just had enough. That’s it. And then I think the 
classes I went to helped too. They said, “They’re gonna come back, they’re 
gonna say they’re sorry, and then they’re going to do it again.” I finally realized 
that. If I had stayed, I’m thinking, would he really have killed me?
Fear
Notably, few women acknowledged that fear of further physical injury was an 
obstacle to their parting from the batterers. Forty-three-year-old Danielle 
demonstrated the trepidation, typically based on threats, that was experienced by 
these women: “They say, ‘When you leave me, I’m gonna find you and I’m gonna 
kill you.’ They say it so often so you really believe that if you leave they’re going to 
find you and they’re gonna kill you.” Some of the women went through particularly 
dangerous incidents at the end of their abusive relationships (Campbell, 1992; Ellis, 
1987; Ferraro, 1997; Mahoney, 1991; Pagelow, 1993; Wilson & Daly, 1993). Thirty- 
six-year-old Gloria’s escape was one of the more volatile examples of leaving the 
abusive relationships:
He brought that gun out and all I could think is, “Oh, my God, what if this man’s 
going to shoot me?” The only thing I was doing was trying to get out the house.
He wouldn’t let me out the house. He kept the gun in this little pouch and I’m
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trying to hold his arm so he can’t get the gun out of the pouch and get out the door 
at the same time. I couldn’t do it. So I said, OK, you’re going to have to talk 
your way out of this one. So I started hugging him and patting him on the back 
and telling him, “It’s OK. We can go and get some help and we’ll stay together.” 
At this point he knew it was the end... After I got him calmed down he started 
crying and he was like, “Well, we’ll work it out.” ... I grabbed my daughter and I 
was running across [the street], trying to get to [his mother’s] house. I couldn’t 
make it. I had my baby... She was probably three by that time. I went and hid in 
this lady’s bushes and she finally called the police. Then after that, that was it for 
me.
Jacqueline, 43 years old, also experienced a perilous final episode, which aided her in 
seeking assistance to end the relationship because of the degree of damage caused by 
the batterer:
I was running... [H]e grabbed the back of my head and smacked it on that 
deadbolt lock and I remember flipping backwards over a chair and landing on the 
ground. The next thing I knew, he was putting ice on my head. We went over to 
his mom’s house and she made him take me to the hospital. That was the last 
time he hit me because I left him. I took my kids and went to a shelter.
Thus, fear of the abuser, especially when trying to leave, was certainly an important 
inhibitor to leaving the abusive relationships for a few of the women.
Angie, 39 years old, is one of the three women who were in a mentally 
abusive relationship at the time of the interviews. She was facing the concern with 
her current abusive mate regarding not having the resources to secure her own 
residence, but said that it was not fear that was keeping her there: “I ain’t really 
thinking about it like that... All I’m thinking about is getting’ away. I just want to 
get away from him and have my own money. That would help this relationship, is a 
job.” As demonstrated by Angie’s narrative, fear as a barrier to keeping women from 
leaving the abusive situations was not found among the majority of the participants. 
Phoebe, a 24-year-old who had been in the working-class throughout her life and had
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several incidents of socialization to violence, also iterated that fear did not tie her to
the batterer:
I couldn’t leave him. I wasn’t ready I guess. And I didn’t have the help to leave 
him. So I was stuck with him. I wasn’t strong enough to put my foot down. I 
wasn’t really afraid of him, but I just accepted the fact - 1 just thought, this is how 
it is I guess. I’m gonna have to accept it. Accept my life how it is. But if I had 
someone to talk to me, or someone to help me or tell me what I could have did to 
keep him away from me.
This lack of fear among many of the women, or at least the lack of 
acknowledging the fear, empowered them to take greater control of the relationship 
when they reached their emotional limit. As expressed by Isis, this was often 
exhibited in the women demanding their batterers to leave the relationship, and their 
home if they were cohabitating: “I told him, ‘You come around me again, you’re 
going to jail, even if I have to beat you with my broom to keep you away from me. 
Stay away from me. Just leave me alone!’” Conversely, a select few women had 
their abusers leave them, without prompting by the women.
Level of Violence
In the previous chapter I provided an analysis of the participants’ behaviors in
fighting off their batterers. Consequently, some of the women’s last encounters with
the batterers involved the women presenting more forceful behaviors, as was 39-year-
old Zora’s experience:
I was tearing up the house because he had hit me in my eye. I can just remember 
just getting up off the floor, just going like a wild woman, just trying to get him 
out of the house. But I knew that I was not going to be able to get this guy off of 
me or get to a phone, so I had to get something. I picked up a big, tall vase we 
had and I threw it at him and it hit a hundred-gallon fish tank, and that’s how I got 
cut. I fell and slipped on the water and my foot was cut. That was how it finally 
ended.
234
Gelles and Straus (1988) determined that women who leave violent 
relationships, as compared to those women who do not leave these relationships, were 
victims of more severe acts of violence. Further, they found that women were more 
likely to remain with their batterers if they had been raised in violent homes. Among 
my group of respondents, there were no significant differences in the length of time 
they were confined in the relationships as related to levels of violence committed by 
the batterers.
Many of the participants needed multiple occasions to leave an abusive
relationship permanently (Ferraro, 1997). As the women moved in and out of a
relationship, the capacity to never return became easier with each departure. Also, it
certainly helped if there was some sort of exposure to how life could be better and
healthier without the abusive partner while the woman was away from the
relationship. This happened with Zora, who shared:
This is probably the worst decision ever, to get back into the relationship. I felt 
like I had to do it because it was so abrupt when we broke up. You get back with 
that person, and everybody’s looking at me like, “What’s wrong with you?” He 
came back and trying to be dominant, and at that point I already had come to the 
conclusion that this was over. I had learned to like me, and I was not about to 
have all that yelling. I had been involved with an older gentleman for about a 
year and a half. Even though that didn’t work out either, he did teach me how a 
woman should be treated. So at that point, when we tried to get back together, I 
realized this is not the way. So it didn’t take me very long to get him out of my 
life. And he’s still not out of my life, because we have the kids, but to learn that I 
really deserve better than this, and you’re never going to change.
In Chapter One I reported that 75% of the participants had been in two or 
more abusive relationships. Just as it became easier for the women to depart a single 
abusive relationship with each of the multiple partings in the one relationship, I found 
that as the women progressed through subsequent abusive relationships it became
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easier to terminate the relationships. For instance, while the first abusive union may 
last five years, the second one may last two years, and so on.
Financial Dependence
Prospective financial stability of battered women upon leaving abusive and 
controlling relationships is of great concern. The inability for a battered woman to 
financially support herself is frequently reported as a reason for women in these 
relationships to remain in the households with their abusers (Asbury, 1987; Belknap, 
2001, Browne, Salomon, & Bassuk, 1999). Angie discussed how she was trapped in 
the relationship because of her lack of funds:
I was just thinking, “How am I going to get out of here?” I would go through,
“Do I want to go over here?” Then I’d be, “No.” I’m weighing... I got to go, but 
I don’t have nowhere to go. I’m trying to think of somewhere to go. I didn’t 
come up with nothing. I wasn’t working. I didn’t have no money. So I’m just 
sitting there like a dummy, waiting and biding my time.
In both Naomi’s and Yolanda’s narratives presented in a previous subsection, 
they spoke of staying in their relationships because of their desire to emulate the 
relationships of their parents. That neither stayed for financial dependence 
motivations, however, is noteworthy. This was evident throughout most of the 
sample, and only a few of the women had few resources for leaving.37 Angie 
described how some of the women felt about leaving their abusive mates, as it related 
to both financial stability and the intervention of the criminal processing system to 
stop the battering: “He had a halfway decent job, I didn’t want hint to lose his job. I 
know it sounds kind of stupid, but I didn’t want him to get in trouble. I still needed 
him.” This is also in congruence with the analysis in Chapter Five regarding the
37
Even if there was a financial concern, the women’s reliance on family often aided them in removing 
themselves from the abusive situation, as will be discussed below.
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participants feeling sorry for their Black male batterers’ devalued position in society.
This account by Angie reflected the experiences of the participants whose batterers
were low- or working-class. The women wished the batterers would financially
contribute to the household in order for the participants to not have the burden of
being the sole financial providers for the entire family. The persistent excuses the
batterers made about their abuse and the inability for the batterers to provide for the
women as the participants desired, began to help the women to remove themselves
from the volatile relationships. As already established, Angie’s experience was a rare
occurrence among the participants, but her break from her second abuser was
relatively trouble-free once she found a place to go:
I got a shopping cart. I never brought anything in there, no big appliances or TVs 
or nothin’ like that, so I just had clothes, a little jewelry, and stuff like that. Put it 
in a shopping cart and went on four blocks and moved in with my current 
boyfriend.
Because of the long history of employment among African American women 
(England, Garcia-Beaulieu, & Ross, 2004), battered Black women may be less 
pressured to remain in abusive relationships for economic reasons. Miller (2003) 
found that battered women who were employed had more personal power than the 
women who were not employed. As Asbury (1987) and Plass (1993) argued, because 
African American women have participated in the paid labor force in greater 
proportions than White women, Black women would be better able to support 
themselves financially, thus finding that this is typically not a barrier to departure.
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Marital Commitment and Attendant Fathers
Belief in the covenant of marriage, and disbelief in divorce, both of which 
may be influenced by religious beliefs, have also been defended as motivation for 
remaining in abusive intimate relationships (Belknap, 2001). Variations in the 
literature by race and ethnicity of battered women were more about the reasons 
supporting these beliefs than differences in the incidence of leaving. Black women 
may suffer from the stigma of being yet another single Black mother, which compels 
them to stay in abusive relationships (West, 1999). Meeting traditional relationship 
standards includes the desire to have a full-time father for the minor children, 
particularly their male children (Stephens, 1999). In relation to the stigma, 45-year- 
old Deborah stated why she kept her batterer around: “Even though he was half doing 
stuff, I was stuck on them having a daddy. But that passed, but it took a long time.” 
Paula, 41 years old, discussed this predicament and her resulting feelings when she 
decided to finally leave her batterer: “So I’m left with four Black children who don’t 
have what they had, whatever that was, to whatever degree.” Several of the women 
made their greatest efforts to keep the children from witnessing the abuse, because 
they knew the damage it could cause. It was coming to the conclusion that the 
children would eventually become privy to the abuse by being in the same household 
that aided the women in breaking away from the relationship (Stephens, 1999). 
Thirty-two-year-old Aaliyah, who was recommended to participate in the study by 
another participant, her 50-year-old mother, Queen, disclosed the following reasons 
for leaving her last of two abusive relationships:
I hated myself. I knew that I had to save not only myself but my kids. My kids
look at me as a hero. They don’t look at me and say, “Mom, you’ve done drugs
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before. You drank. You married a drug addict. You got abused.” They don’t 
see any of that, because they don’t know. I didn’t want them to see that. I didn’t 
want to do that to them.
Michelle also contemplated the issue of the effects of abuse on children in the 
abusive home:
What I had to look at, and this was before any literature on children witnessing, is, 
“What kind of mother do I want to be? What kind of message do I want to send 
my sons? What will happen to them if they grow up seeing this? How will that 
impact them?” Although I put those questions to myself, as I thought about it, I 
just knew that it felt so wrong and that I couldn’t possibly do that to them. And 
that is what made the decision.
The remainder of this chapter addresses the participants’ successes, obstacles, 
frustrations, and failures with employing the help of others to assist them in leaving 
their abusive relationships.
FAMILY AND FRIEND SUPPORT AND INTERVENTION
Fortunately, for some battered Black women, the assistance from their 
families -  that is, those family members who do not condone intimate partner 
violence -  is often available. The role of family, both immediate and extended units, 
is of significant importance within Black culture (Cazenave & Straus, 1979; Collins, 
2000; hooks, 2000a; Sudarkasa, 1996). Family is often the support system that is 
utilized by African American victims of intimate violence regardless of other services 
accessed (Asbury, 1987; Black & Weisz, 2003; Fraser et al., 2002; Lockhart & White, 
1989; Short et al., 2000). Cazenave and Straus’s (1979) study on the control of 
family violence by the use of social networks, such as immediate and extended family 
embeddedness, found that Black respondents of their study were more rooted in
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family than White respondents, and that this connection is more effective at reducing
violence within the Black family, as compared to Whites. Research also found that
battered Black women will confide in friends (Black & Weisz, 2003). Isis clearly
summarized the importance of family and friend support for battered women:
Sometimes when women get in situations like that, they isolate themselves or the 
men will isolate them. “No, you can’t talk to your family and your friends.” But 
that’s the first thing that you need in a situation like that, you need your family 
and your friends.
This section details the concerns of the participants’ telling their family and 
friends about their abuse and the responses of the families and friends to the women’s 
victimization.
Issues of Disclosing Abuse to Family and Friends
Weis (2001) determined in her study that poor and working-class battered 
Black women were more open than battered White women in discussing their abuse 
with others because White women wish to uphold the appearance of the intact nuclear 
family more so than Black women. However, there is the exception of those battered 
Black women who do not want to further burden their family with an issue that may 
seem relatively unimportant, and who have chosen or been forced (by their batterers) 
to separate themselves from their families. Follingstad et al. (2001) found that 
Whites tended to have more sympathy than African Americans for the reasons 
battered women stay in abusive relationships, and in Richie’s (1996) interviews with 
battered African American women, the participants recalled gradually becoming very 
isolated as a result of the violence, including discontinuing regular contact with 
family members (also see Asbury, 1987; Wilson, Cobb, & Dolan, 1987). For a few of
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the respondents to my investigation, I was the first person with whom they shared
extensive details about their abusive relationships. Isis was one of these women. She
was brought to tears at several junctures during the interview and shared her thoughts
about discussing her victimization at the conclusion of our session:
I was thinking, “Hopefully I won’t get into the big tears.” I’m not a crier... I’ve 
never really discussed with anyone in such [detail],.. Me and my mom, 
sometimes privately we’ll get by ourselves and start playing, “Remember that 
fight? Remember that fight?” We cry and sometimes we laugh. It depends on 
the day and what kind of mood everyone’s in.
As indicated, Isis’s mother was also in abusive relationships and was ultimately
recommended as a study participant by Isis. Yolanda left her last abusive relationship
about 20 years prior to the interview and reported that she still has not told her mother
the abuse: “She doesn’t know to this day. You know and she doesn’t. I’ve never
really told anyone. I’ve never gotten it out... But it’s still so fresh in my memory
that it’s like it happened last year.” When I questioned Yolanda if her 22-year-old
daughter had been involved in any abusive relationships, Yolanda told me:
Not that I know of. But she did say, when I told her about [the research project], 
that maybe if you needed another subject she would talk to you, so I don’t know. 
Maybe she’s like me and she didn’t want to say. I’ll let her know and maybe 
she’ll open up to you if she won’t to me. She did say, “Mom, does she need 
anybody else?” I’m like, “Why? I’ll let her know.” Maybe she just doesn’t want 
to tell me like I didn’t want to tell my mom.
At the conclusion of the interview with Yolanda, I spoke with her daughter, Ebony,
and set an appointment for an interview. During the interview with Ebony, she
discussed how she, too, did not share her ordeals with her mother:
I still haven’t talked to my mom. I don’t know... I’m more like an inside person.
I could tell you, I feel more comfortable telling you than telling a person that I 
know and that I be with every day. I don’t like a lot of people in my business.
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Mahlstedt and Keeny (1993) reported that the two major reasons for not
informing family members or friends of intimate partner abuse was the belief that it is
a private affair and due to embarrassment. Thirty-five-year-old Mariah discussed the
embarrassment that sometimes accompanies being a victim of intimate partner
violence: “I was just embarrassed. I’ve always been this big, strong woman and a
man can’t beat you up. I was always like, ‘No man’s ever going to beat me up.’ I’d
never been jumped on, hit, or called out my name.”
At times, the women did not go to their family for support because of their
family’s inexperience with abuse, as was the case for Naomi:
They don’t know I’m getting a divorce right now [from my second husband].
They don’t know a lot about me getting hit from my [first] husband. They just 
know that he probably did put his hands on me... I’m considered the strongest of 
all the kids. I don’t break down. I don’t back down. That’s what they saw.
Thirty-five-year-old Cassandra also had reservations about going to her parents 
because of her lack of familiarity with any major forms of violence during her 
upbringing:
I didn’t tell my mom, who is a loveable person, a very good person, and my dad, 
too. They are good people. They never abused us. I always knew that your own 
parents don’t abuse, so how could you let someone else abuse you? That’s the 
reason I never told them.
Though Angie witnessed the abuse of her mother by her stepfather, she still did not
feel her situation could be understood and did not want to burden her family:
I didn’t want to go around my family. I was just keepin’ it to myself. A lot of my 
family never has been through domestic violence relationships. I just didn’t want 
to bring it up, I didn’t want to speak about it. I just wanted to deal with it in my 
own way. People look at you strange. They never really knew him. I figured
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when they see him, who knows what would’ve happened? I know my uncles 
would have jumped on him and that’s just violence getting violence, and I knew 
they wasn’t gonna like him right away. But I was lovin’ him, and I didn’t want 
them to see that side. I wanted them to like him... I finally told my sister when 
my §ot busted and we were talking about her daughter and the domestic with 
her and her husband and the daughter. She was pissed. ‘Cause she didn’t know 
what I was going through. She met him, that’s the only one sister that met the 
guy. It was like, “You could have moved over here.” No, ‘cause they going 
through their problems, too. Yeah. She was like, I wish I would have known.
But there was nothing that she could have done. Or nobody else. That’s probably 
why I didn’t wanna tell nobody, ‘cause there was nothing they could have done. 
Beat him up, but that’s violence, too. I just kept it to myself till I was just biding 
my time.
In previous chapters I explained that most of the women fought off their 
abusers and did not often view themselves as “victims” or “battered women.” This 
added to the difficulty in seeking help from family or other social support networks. 
The women believed their retaliatory actions might be viewed as them being the 
producers, or at least contributors, to violence in the home. This was corroborated for 
38-year-old Sam, as portrayed when she described her mother’s response to learning 
of Sam s abuse. It s not like she went off or anything like that. I’m known to be a 
fighter anyway. [My mother said,] ‘Well, you probably caused it.’” Mariah’s self­
inquiry about why she did not go to her family was demonstrated in her 
internalization of the fighter image:
I look back and I wonder myself, Why didn’t I go to my family? ... I didn’t want 
them to see me as a crazy woman, fighting and tearing stuff up all the time.
That’s what it comes down to; without realizing that it was him triggering the 
physical and emotional abuse.
Diplomatic and Violent Family Intervention
Alternatively, some of the women did go to family members who were 
supportive in various ways. Mahlstedt and Keeny (1993) found that Black women
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were more likely than White women to tell their brothers of the abuse, and Black 
women reported greater satisfaction with the responses from their mothers, sisters, 
and friends. Yosioka et al. (2003) found that when African American women 
reported their abuse to family members, it tended to be to mothers and sisters of the 
victim. In my examination, family members would offer advice in some of the 
participants’ situations. This advice was often not heeded during infatuated and 
earlier stages of the relationship, but the women tended to recall the suggestions as 
they were fighting back or more seriously contemplating leaving. Billie described 
how her sister, who had also been in an abusive relationship, provided her with advice 
“My sister was like, ‘Girl, you’re gonna have to stop letting him jump on you and 
beat you like that.’ Because she had already been through it. She was like, ‘If you 
don’t stop the cycle, if you don’t put an end to this, he’s gonna kill you.’”
The respondents recounted stories of family members who would sometimes 
physically intervene. If this occurred, it was typically while the batterer was being 
abusive in direct presence of family members. As established in Chapter Six, the men 
in the lower-income and working-class couples were more inclined to display their 
abusive behaviors in the company of others. Accordingly, aggressive family 
intervention typically occurred among these socioeconomic classes of couples. 
Forty-three-year-old Grace, who was working-class throughout her life, described an 
incident involving physical conflict between her second husband and her teenage son 
from her first marriage. Grace reflected on the outcome if her son would have 
defended her during one of her estranged husband’s abusive episodes:
My son, he’s always been into karate and boxing. So I don’t think my husband
was too prepared for that. My son cleaned his clock. That was one thing that
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scared me, because I said that if it comes to my defense, he’s going to kill him. 
This man that I brought into my house is going to cause my flesh-and-blood son 
to go to jail. I can’t have that.
Angie’s recollection included tales of her family members defending her by
being violent toward the batterer. Other women also reasoned that if they informed
their family of the abuse, their family, particularly the male members, would have
defended them in a violent manner by attacking the batterer. As a result, the women
feared that family members would enter the criminal processing system as offenders.
Regarding letting her brothers know about the abuse as it was occurring, Cicely stated,
“I didn’t let them know because I didn’t want them going to ja il... I knew my
brothers. They were very protective.” Forty-eight-year-old Olivia’s first abusive
relationship took place approximately 25 years prior to her interview and her last
abusive relationship occurred when her son, who is 28-years-old, was an adult and no
longer living with Olivia. When asked if she talked to her son about the abuse by her
second batterer, she stated:
I didn’t tell my son because my son’s very protective... I felt that that was 
something he didn’t need to know... Anything it would do is it would make him 
feel guilty for not being here to be able to protect me, being the only child, and 
being a Black man child. I didn’t want that guilt. I’m sure he has his own things 
he has to go through in life, and the last thing he needed was to be worried about a 
man jumping on his mother, beating up his mother [and that] he needed to be 
there to protect me.
Reports that batterers were intimidated by the women’s male family members, 
and even by female family members at times, were given by some participants. This 
occurred with one of Gloria’s boyfriends:
He was afraid of my brothers. He told my brothers the reason why he did it was 
because I hit him... He had to defend himself, because he didn’t know how they
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were going to act... [My brothers] didn’t do anything... [My boyfriend] was 
saying that it was all my fault. They just said OK and let it go.
Also, 18 year old Keisha s mother, Leah, and one of Leah’s battering boyfriends 
threatened Keisha’s batterer. The extent of the confrontation was unknown to Keisha, 
but was described by Leah:
I would drive Keisha to school and Keisha pointed out where he lived. We went 
over there and made him piss, literally. It was very fulfilling on my part. We 
never told her. We just went over there and gave him the business... Even after 
all this and Keisha broke up with him, he was hanging out at her school. That 
wasn’t cool. So me and Neal went over there and told him that we would fucking 
kill him, cut his body up in itty bitty little pieces, and bury ‘era in his parents’ 
back yard if he don’t leave her the fuck alone. And he did.
Mama’s “Battered Women’s Shelter”
Support was also offered by family members in the form of housing. Several 
women did not use battered women’s shelters because of the protection they received 
by simply retreating to a relative’s home, especially to the homes of their mothers. 
When she needed to get away from her batterers, Ebony recalled of her mother 
Yolanda’s protection and assistance:
I always just came back home with Mom. This is my shelter. They know where 
she lives. She has sheltered me. She’d say, “She’s not here, don’t call here 
again.” They all just respect my mom. They’d see me on the streets and they’d 
say, “Your mom cussed me out.”
Sam described her mother’s sanctuary this way:
I’ve always went to my mom’s. I figured, once I got with my mom, they’d prefer 
to go to jail than go over there and mess with my mom. My mom is a little
toughie. They won’t go over there and bother my mom at her house. She’s a 
little bitty woman, but she stands her ground. She says what she has to say. 
We’ve never had any problems over there.
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Unsupportive Family Members
Some family members were not particularly supportive of the participants’ 
predicament. In describing the frequency with which she went to her mother and her 
mother’s subsequent reactions, Deborah stated, “Sometimes I’d tell her, sometimes I 
wouldn’t. She would tell me to try to get out of it. [My family] would get mad at me 
and not speak to me for a while.” In addition, some of the women were blamed for 
the abuse perpetrated by their batterers. Family members often believed that if the 
women stayed in and continuously returned to the relationships after attempts at 
leaving, then they were partially to blame for the abuse carried out against them. 
Twenty-six-year-old Erica recalled, “My parents got tired of me going back to him. 
They just left me alone.” Grace described how she learned how her brother felt about 
Grace remaining in her abusive situation after she left the relationship: “He thought 
that if I chose to be in the situation and I didn’t say anything to anybody, it was none 
of his business and he was just gonna leave me alone.” However, Grace’s brother did 
provide her with support when she outwardly requested his assistance to remove 
herself from the situation.
Others were persuaded by their relatives to try to make the relationship work. 
Olivia’s mother and othermothers told her: “That’s your baby’s father. You need to 
take the baby to see him. You know y’all can work it out.’ And I’m like a nut; I’m 
listening to this crap.” Fortunately, Olivia eventually received some support from her 
family after she left the relationship: My family, they became very protective. They 
were calling all the time, making sure I was never alone, a lot of good things.”
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The Batterers’ Families
A number of participants had interactions with the batterers’ families as they
were trying to determine the future of their relationships. As with sharing their
victimization with their own family members, the response with the batterers’ family
members also elicited supportive, indifferent, or unaccommodating responses. The
batterers’ families occasionally supported or enabled the batterers. Regarding her
batterer s mother, Grace said, “She was always covering up for him.” Mariah’s
abusive husband’s mother encouraged her to stay in the relationship and the
socioeconomic reason for doing so. Mariah spoke of her mother-in-law’s position:
“She just more or less said ‘take the beatings’... This woman’s telling me to stay
here just because he’s going to be well-off.” Olivia recalled a conversation she had
with her abuser’s mother at the end of the relationship:
His mother calls me up to tell me to pray for him and he doesn’t mean any harm.
I m like, “You don’t know your son.” I don’t know what he told her. He’s a 
womanizer, he’s a charmer. I told her he was crazy, I don’t have a thing to say to 
him. I haven’t heard from him since. He would have just continued on with the 
abuse, if I hadn’t stood up and said, “No more.”
Zora s discussion with her abusive boyfriend’s mother also came with suggestions for 
prayer: “She told me, ‘You guys are a family, you need to keep your family together, 
you need to pray.’ That kind of whining instead of trying to do something about it... 
He was very much a mama’s boy.” (Similarly, the suggestion to pray away the abuse 
by clergy members is addressed in the section on religion later in this chapter.)
When some of the women talked with the family members of their batterers, 
their ill-feelings about the abusers were reconfirmed. Also, instead of covering up or 
minimizing their sons’ abuse, a few batterers’ mothers actually encouraged the
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women to leave. Fifty-one-year-old Bev recounted, “His mom told me before she
died, she said, ‘Leave him. He ain’t no good.’” The mother of Gloria’s third abuser
tried to encourage Gloria to leave the relationship knowing that her son was not
worthwhile as a mate. Gloria recalled, “His mother even told me that he was no good
and not to bother. She stuck by me, she did a lot for me. She even told me I
shouldn’t stay with him.” Phoebe’s boyfriend’s grandmother was aware of the abuse
Phoebe suffered and his grandmother made efforts to assist Phoebe during the
relationship: She really felt bad for me. She was the only one that really helped me.
She would give me money when he would steal [my car] from me so I could go get 
diapers.”
Support from Friends
The participants’ interactions with friends were similar to the assistance
sought from family and to the reactions by family members. The women shared their
dilemmas with family members more than with friends, but Olivia learned much from
interaction with her friends after she left her abusive relationship:
I had lots of friends come forward, lots of girlfriends. He had them fooled. They 
didn’t believe it. He was charming... But in the very end it hashed up a lot of old 
wounds some of them had. Which was a cool thing because they experienced it, 
and I heard some of the things that they went through. So I didn’t feel alone.
Just as the women were advised by the batterers’ family members, they also
received advice from the batterers’ friends, generally in the form of the participants’
need to end the relationship. Keisha did not regard the advice of her second batterer’s 
friends:
Even his roommates were telling me that I needed to leave him alone. “You are 
too young anyways, you need to leave him alone, he has a lot of issues and a lot
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of problems.” It went in one ear and out the other. I thought I was in love. I 
really didn’t pay attention to what everybody was saying.
Unfortunately, the women were also confronted with recommendations to
remain in abusive relationships, particularly if the (socioeconomic) benefits
outweighed the (abusive) costs. Michelle was disappointed in and amazed at the
reaction she received from her friends as based on this cost-benefit analysis:
I had friends who felt like, “This man is rich; so if he’s rich, you can take a little 
shit, you can take some abuse.” I thought that was so wild. Or a friend would say, 
“Just as long as he was just messing around and it was quiet.” I was appalled by 
that... I was amazed that these intelligent, educated women had such medieval 
views on relationships and that they could rationalize abuse and battering down to 
nothing if there were financial perks, if there were social perks to be gained. That 
amazed me! And that I would speak out about it, do what I’ve done, they were 
like, “She’s crazy. After all, he’s rich, and you have to just make allowances.” I 
was shocked. I was absolutely shocked.
Interestingly, Michelle was financially comfortable without the assistance of her
battering husband. Laura, a 42-year-old who was also in an upper-middle-class
marriage, received a similar reaction from her acquaintances and discussed the
relationship she had with friends at the conclusion of the abusive relationship:
When I started trying to complain to people, they thought I was ungrateful.
“Look what your husband do. You can go on a trip by yourself any time you 
want, how can you say he’s mistreating you?” The hard part, too, once I left, was 
that I lost all my friends, my many, many friends, all the people who would go to 
my birthday parties. If I try to speak to anybody, they will tell me, “Go back 
home, he treats you good.”
Regarding the family and friend support the participants received, there were 
both similarities and variations among the socioeconomic levels of the participants. 
The socioeconomic variations found in relation to the responses by family and friends 
hinged on the status of the batterers and the financial benefits they could provide. As
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Michelle and Laura were quoted above, among some of their friends monetary and 
materia] possessions appeared to compensate for the abuse perpetrated by the 
batterers. Across socioeconomic levels, the connection to family by the women was a 
very important means in assisting some of the women with leaving the relationship, 
but also, though in fewer instances, family offered harmful advice or were 
unsupportive. Even for those women who had less than desirable or abusive 
experiences at their homes of origin during their formative years there was a focus on 
utilizing family support for assistance.
APPLICATION OF RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY
Previous research has identified that the role religion plays in issues of 
intimate partner violence has not been afforded significant scrutiny in the research on 
domestic violence (Brutz & Allen, 1986; Ellison, Bartowski, & Anderson, 1999). 
However, there are a few studies that can be reviewed to determine the connections 
between ecclesiastical customs and partner abuse. Several different approaches are 
employed concerning the relationship between religion and/or spirituality and 
intimate partner violence. Research in this area has considered clergy members’ 
views of domestic violence and their responses to abused women and batterers (e.g., 
Alkhateeb, 1999; Bowker, 1988; Pagelow, 1981). Research has also considered the 
influence of religious teachings on the beliefs and behaviors of batterers (e.g., Ellison, 
Bartkowski, & Anderson, 1999). The final theme regarding religion and partner 
abuse focuses on the effect of religious teachings on battered women’s understanding 
of intimate partner abuse of use and battered women’s use of religious services and
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spirituality to cope with their abusive relationships (e.g., Giesbrecht & Sevcik, 2000; 
Hassouneh-Phillips, 2001; West, 1999).
Within this topical area, more research has been conducted concerning 
domestic violence and Christian denominations (e.g., Catholic, Protestant) in 
comparison the relationships between partner abuse and other religious affiliations 
such as Judaism and Islam. Within the teachings of certain religious groups abuse of 
women by their intimate partners is excused and pastors are often complied in the 
battering parishioners’ behaviors. Religious leaders have often been found to provide 
advice that supports the male batterer, whether the batterer’s behavior is substantiated 
or rests solely on the accounts provided by the battered woman (Giesbrecht & Sevcik, 
2000; Horne & Levitt, 2003; Horton, Wilkins, & Wright, 1988; Knickmeyer et al., 
2003; Pagelow, 1981). There is evidence that this was particularly the case for 
conservative evangelical and fundamentalist Christian clergy (Alsdurf & Alsdurf, 
1989; Giesbrecht & Sevcik, 2000; Rinck, 1990). In their study to determine if men 
practicing a particular religion were more abusive than men in other religions,
Ellison, Bartkowski, and Anderson (1999) found that conservative Protestants (e.g., 
Jehovah’s Witness, Pentecostal/Holiness, Mormon, and other fundamentalist 
churches) were not more prone to intimate partner violence than liberal and moderate 
Protestants and Catholics. But if the men practicing these religions hold more 
conservative religious perceptions than their partners, they are more likely to be 
batterers. In Giesbrecht and Sevcik’s (2000) qualitative investigation with five 
abused conservative evangelical Protestant women, they determined that spirituality 
and the subculture of the church was particularly important to these women.
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Some research has determined that clerics belonging to religions other than 
Christianity are more helpful with domestic violence victims (Bowker, 1988). 
Certainly, intimate partner violence exists between couples regardless of religious 
affiliation, as well as many other variations, but domestic violence among Muslims 
has resulted in little investigation in general and in comparison to the study of 
Christianity and intimate violence (Hassouneh-Phillips, 2001). Alkhateeb (1999) 
surveyed community workers, leaders, and individuals within the Muslim 
community. Her investigation resulted in findings similar to that of research 
conducted among Christians, in that members of the Muslim community often 
avoided becoming involved in the affairs of Muslim couples even if there was a 
report or evidence of abuse. Further, Alkhateeb affirmed that many of the Imams, or 
religious leaders, blamed the women victims for the abuse. Hassouneh-Phillips 
(2001) conducted a qualitative study of 17 U.S. citizen Muslim women, of which 13 
of the participants reported emotional abuse, and nine of the 13 reporting physical 
abuse. Approximately 53% of Hassouneh-Phillips’s sample was African American 
(which is consistent with the proportion of all Muslims in the United States).
Members of Muslim communities aspiring to the belief that obedience is part of being 
a “good wife” caused dilemmas for abused women in these communities. As in 
Alkhateeb s (1999) work, Hassouneh-Phillips determined that Muslim male abusers 
modify the principles of the Qur’an, which do not instruct men to abuse their female 
partners in order to justify their power and control over their Muslim wives.
Religious practices and the Black church, or other houses of worship 
frequented by African Americans, are important cultural components in the lives of
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many African Americans (Brashears & Roberts, 1996; Brice-Baker, 1994; Du Bois, 
1903; Ellison, 1997; Eugene, 1995; hooks, 2003c; Jackson, 1991; Oliver, 2000). 
Based on the National Survey of Black Americans (NSBA) dataset, Taylor and 
Chatters (1991) reported that the majority of African Americans are of the Christian 
faith, with 52.1% as Baptist and 11.7% as Methodist. Only 10% of the sample 
specified no religious preference. Spirituality and the practice of religion have been 
found to be important methods for African Americans to deal with hardship (Taylor 
& Chatters, 1991). Prayer and religion are especially important among Black women 
(Eugene, 1995; Short et al., 2000). Using the same NSBA dataset, Mattis, Taylor, 
and Chatters (2001) discovered that merely 7.3% of the women did not specify a 
religious affiliation. Even among those women who had no religious preference, 
many of them (48.4%) pray on a daily basis. In addition, most of the women who did 
not attend religious services on a regular basis or at all still considered themselves to 
be fairly or very religious.
Black religious institutions are not only for pious enrichment, but for the 
cultural alliance, as well. Spirituality is also a source utilized by African Americans 
for healing. It is important that spirituality be considered in contrast to religiosity 
(Mattis, 2000). West (1999, p. 4) identified that “[ajpart from a relationship with 
God, spirituality includes a yearning and longing for connections with community, a 
need for meaning and purpose in life, a desire for the unconditional affirmation of 
one’s personhood, and an appreciation for the intangible mystical wonder of being 
that exists in nature and humanity.” In their in-depth study of a diverse sampling of 
10 battered women (four African Americans, four Caucasians, and two Latinas),
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Knickmeyer et al. (2003) established that most of the women rejected the structured 
and restricted practice of organized religion (i.e., Christian churches) for a more 
individualized and flexible spirituality.
In the qualitative portion of their study, Mattis, Taylor, and Chatters (2001) 
found that religion, even among those Black women who reported that they had a low 
level of religiosity, provided consolation and harmony. Short et al. (2000) discovered 
that for battered Black women, in comparison to battered White women, religion and 
prayer (along with support from family and friends) are main sources for assistance 
with the abusive relationships. Religion and spirituality are subjects that should 
receive particular attention and be incorporated with any explanations for responses 
by Black women to their battering (Bell & Mattis, 2000; West, 1999). However, 
assistance from mental health professionals has traditionally ignored the effect 
spirituality as a cultural matter has on individuals’ coping skills for emotional 
problems (Fowler & Hill, 2004).
Contradictory findings have been discovered where “religion and spirituality 
may serve either as mechanisms for achieving resilience in the face of domestic 
assault or as contributors to women’s vulnerability” (Bell & Mattis, 2000, p. 527). 
Vulnerability is accomplished by adherence to traditional roles of womanhood 
grounded in religious tenets -  to include heterosexual relations, childbearing, 
childrearing, and obeying the husband -  as essential conditions of intimate unions. 
Subscribing to these conditions while being battered and for religious purposes may 
make it difficult to withdraw from an abusive relationship (Knickmeyer et al., 2003). 
Women who are more embedded in their religion have been found to have stayed in
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their marriages and abusive relationships longer than women of lower religiosity 
(Horton, Wilkins, & Wright, 1988). In addition, even though spirituality (and social 
support) is important in the lives of battered African American women, Fowler and 
Hill (2004) discovered that the effects of intimate partner violence on post-traumatic 
stress disorder symptoms continued to be significant even after these methods of 
assistance were employed. However, Raj et al. (1999) found that African American 
women who reported higher levels of religious activity had lower rates of violent 
victimization by their intimate partners.
This section will survey the religious and spiritual practices in the lives of the 
respondents in my study. I also supply an appraisal of the assistance the women 
received from clergy members during their abusive relationships.
Reliability on a Higher Power
In Chapter Three I reported that most of the women (90%) were raised within 
a Christian denomination and only three women (7.5%) reported no religious 
affiliation during childhood. Though more participants at the time of the interviews 
were not religiously affiliated (30%, n=12), the vast majority of the women relied on 
their spirituality to help them get through and get out of the abusive relationships 
(Knickmeyer et al., 2003). As follows, fewer women were involved in formal 
religion during theii abusive relationships and some attributed being away from the 
church as a reason for getting into or staying in the relationship. Sam illustrated this 
occurrence:
Up until I was sixteen, we had to go to church every Sunday. When I was able to 
make my own decisions, I got in the choir. I stayed in the choir for about eight 
months. That’s when I should have stayed in church and left the little boys alone. 
That’s when the chaos with the boys started, when I stopped going to church.
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Though they may have been absent from rigorously practicing their religion, 
the women spoke of how they sensed the spirit, or their god, was still watching over 
them and that they continued to rely on their faith (West, 1999). Billie shared her 
belief in this when she described her struggles with several abusive boyfriends, and 
her eventual involvement in drug use, which led to addiction and her violent street 
behaviors:
I’ve been gone away from God for a while. And even when I was walking around 
the streets at three or four o’clock in the morning, God was still watching over me. 
That’s why I believe he’s still got something for me to do. If I was supposed to 
die, I would have been gone. There’s a reason for me being here. I made it 
through.
Forty-five-year-old Renee also contributed her being saved from harm because of the 
presence of a higher power:
I do a lot of journaling and have for the last fifteen years. I call them “Dear God” 
letters because it brings me closer to God and helps me share with others... God 
had been real graceful for me in saving me so many times, and he had put people 
in my life who had been patient with m e.. .or agencies that really did restore me 
for the moment.
Furthermore, even when they utilized other resources to leave the relationship,
such as family support, shelters, and the criminal processing system, many of the
participants placed their faith in the spirit. Forty-five-year-old Helene revealed:
I do remember praying at times, “God, get me out of this, get me out of this.” 
Looking back at it, when [the batterer] left, my prayers were answered. [God] did 
get me out of it. It might not have been the way I wanted it. But he rescued me 
out of it, no matter how it happened... I try to put God first and last. I trusted 
him to get me out of that situation, even though when I got out of that last 
situation, I was devastated, like nervous-breakdown devastated.
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Unsupportive Christian Cleric Assistance
Most of the women did not seek out assistance from their clergy and other 
people in their religious orders for help in exiting the relationships. While “only” 
eight of the 40 participants sought counsel from religious leaders, these findings 
suggest the importance of clergy in supporting battered Black women. More 
specifically, given the large numbers of Black women who are battered (as reported 
in Chapter One), that one in five women in my sample reported their abuse to a 
religious leader indicates that many battered Black women do so every day. Seven of 
the eight women in my study who sought counsel from a spiritual leader practiced in 
Christian-based churches. Each of these seven participants reported substandard 
support from clergy members during their time of need. Being told to remain in the 
relationship and “work things out” was a common occurrence among pastors in my 
own and other research (Giesbrecht & Sevcik, 2000; Horne & Levitt, 2003; Horton, 
Wilkins, & Wright, 1988; Knickmeyer et al., 2003; Pagelow, 1981), as experienced 
by Cassandra:
I talked to my pastor. My pastor knew the guy was abusive. He’s like, “He’s 
your husband according to the Bible. Maybe things could work out.” Wrong 
advice. I’d been a member of the church since my son was three months old. I’m 
a member of another church now... Obviously it was the wrong advice... 
Somebody should have helped, done something, even if they prayed.
Fifty-one-year-old Wendy was one of the other participants who were advised 
by a pastor to stay with the batterer. She told of her encounter with the military cleric 
from who she sought assistance:
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I went to the [Army base] chaplain. I told the chaplain that I was in a abusive 
relationship, I wanted to go home, I had all kind of witnesses that will tell you that 
he beat me all the time. We lived in a housing area. They told me, “If you go 
home, and you get back with him and we have to send him oversees again, you 
will never be able to travel with him again.” [The pastor] told me, “Now you go 
home and you think about it.” He went on to tell me some other things; he was 
trying to encourage me to stay with this man. By this time I was so worn down 
and tired, I just said, “OK, I’ll stay.” He was telling me, “...You better hang on to 
him ...” When the questions came to me, “Was he a good provider?,” I had to say, 
“Yeah,” because he was. “Was he good to the kids? Have he ever hurt the kids? 
Have he ever been abusive to the kids?” No, he wasn’t. Then they wanted to 
know what my freakin’ problem was! I was tired of gettin’ beat up!
These women, as well as some other participants who did not seek assistance
from the church became disheartened by their churches and church leaders during
their abusive relationships. They realized that the reverence they grew to have for the
church as children was tarnished when they needed the church and its members most.
Mariah requested support from the pastor of her and her batterer’s church during the
abuse. She did not receive the help she needed, and, in fact, the pastor was supportive
of the batterer and viewed Mariah as too controlling for a wife. Mariah later
suspected her former husband to be gay, based on several incidents that occurred
during their marriage, and learned there were many gay men who had practiced in
their church. Mariah was perplexed by the pastor’s unbiased openness about and
acceptance of homosexuality, but his sexist rejection of independent women:
Come to find out the whole pulpit was full of homosexuals... [The pastor would] 
accept gay men, but wouldn’t accept domineering women... He was on my ex- 
husband’s side and we [women] were just making the stuff up and we were just 
too strong, dominant women... We probably needed to be beat up, put in our 
places. That’s exactly what he said.
When Michelle was advised to remain with the abuser by her pastor, like Mariah, she 
realized the misogynist atmosphere that exists in some churches and religions:
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The priest advised me to stay, which turned me against the church forever. After 
that I didn’t even attempt it... The Bible’s like any other book. It has to be 
interpreted. The Bible has never said anything to anybody. The misinterpretation 
and marginalization of women that takes place in religion is just amazing. You 
know, the man’s the head of the household, the man leads his family. So I 
thought, I ain’t doing this, this is not working. That’s why I turned to 
metaphysics, to understand the whys, understand why I invited this experience 
into my life and what I needed to learn from it and what I needed to do with it... I 
think [the pastor] looked on it as the lot of women in the world. You know, “This 
happens and this is what you do, and pray long enough and hard enough, [the 
abuser will] change.”
Though several of the women were displeased by certain church experiences,
they typically maintained their faith and in some situations sought out churches with
clerics more willing to advocate against the maltreatment of women. Forty-five-year-
old Kim, who did not go to the church for help with her abusive relationship, spoke of
her experiences with this issue, which provides an explanation for not turning to the
church for help with a battering mate:
There’s two ways to get close to God. You can get close to God in a church or 
you can do it one-on-one... But the church ain’t like it used to be. Maybe the 
church was never like that. But when your people are having problems, take care 
of your people because they’ll take care of you. The church is not taking care of 
people any more... I’m closer to [God] one-on-one... I’m at the point where I 
won’t ask the church for nothing.
Kim was generally speaking of Black churches, as did Olivia, who also spoke of her
disillusionment with Black churches and how they should be more supportive with
domestic violence and other issues within the Black community:
The Black churches knew [about the abuse]. They never came and offered a hand. 
There was a couple sisters that came to me and talked to me about it, ‘cause they 
had abusive husbands and [woman battering] preachers... It was the Catholic 
church who really let me know that I had to forgive and that domestic violence is 
an illness. It’s an illness and we haven’t touched the surface of it... Black 
churches, they collect money. And the crack house be right next door to ‘em.
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They would not go out there and picket ‘em... They just let it ride... That’s not 
the way it’s supposed to be.
Domestic Violence and Islam
Islam was the only other form of religion besides Christianity that was 
practiced by the participants. Much less religious dissatisfaction was found in the 
experiences of the women who practiced Islam than those who practiced Christianity. 
At the time of the interviews, five women considered themselves Muslim. Of these 
five, Aaliyah was the only participant raised Islamic and she continued to practice in 
that faith. Only one of the participants was battered by a Muslim man, but because 
there were only a few women in the sample who practiced Islam and were with 
Muslim men, no major significance can be gathered from this.
Where significance can be found in my data is in the support by the Islamic 
clergy and the mosques regarding women who are abused by their male mates. My 
findings are consistent with Bowker (1988) who found that clergy from religions 
other than Christianity were the most helpful when counsel was requested by the 
battered women in his survey. However, the women in my study who practiced Islam 
communicated more patriarchal and paternalistic practices and views. Alkhateeb 
(1999) argued that a source for this is the dictatorial family structure among Muslims 
that is often confused with being an Islamic family structure. Even still, each of the 
Muslim participants I interviewed described positive experiences in relation to Islam, 
particularly concerning how the religion’s followers deal with domestic violence. 
Thirty -nine-year-old Rebecca practiced under the Islam sect of the Nation of
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Moorish-Americans. Here is how she described her experience with Islam as 
compared to the Christian faith in which she was raised:
We help each other. We feel if your brother or sister is down, you help your 
brother or sister... It gave me a broader view of what I already knew and a 
stronger family foundation, better codes to operate by. I enjoy it. I have more 
peace. I m not fighting with fitting in with the Joneses, like when you go to 
church. At certain times I have to be covered, at the beginning of the month or if 
my [menstrual] cycle is on. Those are the only times I have to be covered. But I 
have peace within, knowing that my god is my god... It’s such a political game 
in Christianity. God is supposed to be more godly. You’re supposed to be 
submissive to God, no matter what religion you are. You’re supposed to be more 
Christlike. I wasn’t experiencing that in the settings I was in. It was like they 
were living hypocritical lives. If you believe in something, you should practice 
what you preach.
Shani, 51 years old, was the only Muslim participant who was battered by a 
Muslim man. This abuser was Shani’s second husband and second abusive 
relationship. Shani was one of the eight women from the entire interview sample to 
seek cleric assistance. That it was her second abusive relationship made it less 
difficult to exit the violent situation, as discussed above, but the assistance she 
received from her mosque aided in ways that were never described by any of the 
Christian participants who sought clerical guidance. While living in New York with 
her second husband, and after a battering incident, Shani contacted the security 
faction of the mosque. She described that several men from the mosque, who were 
dressed in black, appeared at her home and escorted her husband away, Shani did not 
see her husband again until several months later when she arrived home and noticed 
him sitting on the stoop to her apartment building. She stopped short at a public pay
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telephone, contacted the mosque security, who showed up shortly thereafter, and she
never saw or spoke with that abusive husband again,38
Sam, another Muslim participant, described the policy at her mosque when
dealing with intimate partner violence, which was evident in Shani’s and the other
Muslim participants’ anecdotes. Sam was raised Christian, but converted to Islam in
adulthood and is currently married to a Muslim man:
They frown on it, I know that much. The Muslim men, they figure they take care 
of their own. Instead of calling the police, all you need to do is call your Wali.
My Wali is like taking the place of my dad, while my dad is not here. If I need 
anything or have any kind of problems, this guy is the man I call. Call him and all 
the Muslim brothers will come and handle the individual. So that’s the way they 
handle their s... If [my husband] has a problem with me, then he needs to call 
one of his Muslim brother’s wives. They’ll come and handle the situation; not 
fight or nothing like that, but come in, take you down and talk to you where you 
might not want to talk to your husband or wife. That’s how they handle that, 
instead of calling the police. Right when we got married, after the ceremony, we 
were about to leave and my Wali came and said, “If you have any type of 
problems, you come and get us. Let the police be the last resort, because a 
Muslim man is more apt to listen to another Muslim man than the police.’’ If it’s 
a physical violence type thing, they’d probably understand. But if they can get to 
the situation before it becomes violent, then they prefer to do that.
Continued Faith
As referred to by Sam in a previous subsection, many of the women reported 
feeling derailed from their religious track during their abusive relationships. They 
always had faith, but for many, their religious practice waned as they progressed 
through the relationships. Several began to find their way back to regular religious 
practice as they made greater efforts to remove themselves from the abusive situation. 
This is captured in 43-year-old Inez’s account: “After I got out of the relationship I 
started turning my life back over to God.”
Shani stressed that no foul play” was involved with her husband’s removal from the home.
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Notwithstanding any negative experiences with religion, a number of the
participants continued to rely on their faith and religion to keep them from finding
themselves in similar situations, as expressed by Olivia: “I go and I thank [God] all
the time, ‘cause we would not be able to make it without him... When I went through
my ordeal, I asked God never to let that happen to me again... Got to keep the faith
in order to keep going.” Forty-four-year-old Toni focused on the positive outcomes
of being in her abusive relationship, one of which was becoming more religious:
The only blessing that came out of that relationship is that that’s when I found 
God... The Lord can use anybody to reach us. That’s how I look at it. To this 
day I don’t have no idea what happened to this man, but the kids and I started 
doing Bible study.
Some of the women were inclined to still be reserved about what and how 
much information they shared with members of their religious groups. At the time of 
the interview with Jacqueline, she stated that she had chosen not to tell her current 
pastor about her past, particularly her work as a prostitute and strip dancer: “If a 
minister asked me what I’ve been involved in, I would tell him, but I’m sure I would 
lose a lot of respect, because they don’t have a clue.”
SUMMARY
Overwhelmingly, fear was not a hindrance, or at least not a major hindrance, 
to the participants terminating the abusive relationships. Other factors were important 
considerations, such as socioeconomic conditions, wanting to have successful 
marriages, the stigma of being a single mother, wanting their children to have the 
regular presence of a father, family involvement, and spirituality. However, simply
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because fear was not a major element in the abusive relationships of the battered 
African American women in this study, does not imply that the harm inflicted on 
them was less dangerous than that meted out on battered women of other races, 
ethnicities, and cultures.
For those women who witnessed intimate partner violence among their 
parents or were abused themselves, only once they came to realize that their children 
may also follow the pattern they had, did it became easier for the participants to begin 
the process of leaving the relationship. Because the women who were not socialized 
to violence did not experience or were not aware of intimate partner violence 
throughout their families of origin, they found themselves embarrassed by being with 
a mate who beat them. This aided in their decisions to remain in the relationships. 
These women’s catalyst for leaving was when they fervently reflected on their 
parents’ model relationship and concluded that violence should not be a part of the 
relationship.
Overall, family members were supportive in doing what they could to help the 
participants maneuver themselves out of the volatile relationships. This support was 
formed in an assortment of ways. Family members offered emotional support, 
physical protection and reprisal, and assistance with accommodations. Both 
immediate and extended relatives were involved in the supportive efforts. Mothers 
were the mainstay in most of the participants’ lives. Though mothers of participants 
were not always, or sometimes ever, aware of the participants’ abuse, the participants 
were still likely to rely on their mothers for emotional support and protection. Male
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relatives of the participants typically governed the physical retaliation when this 
method was employed.
Friends of the participants were used to a lesser extent for assistance in 
discontinuing the abusive relationships. When friends were enlisted it was more so 
for emotional support after the relationships ended. Minimal reliance on friends was 
a factor because the participants tended to have few friends during their relationships, 
typically because of (1) their batterers’ isolating or sabotaging behavior around the 
women maintaining companions; (2) the women’s devotion to caring for the batterer 
and their children; and/or (3) the time spent outside the home working to financially 
support the family unit.
The use of religion and spirituality by the participants were common 
throughout most of the sample, regardless of socioeconomic class. Significantly, the 
women practicing some form of Christianity were either disappointed in the advice 
they received from clergy members that suggested they remain in the relationships 
and work harder, or did not seek out cleric assistance because of their perception that 
the church would not help. At the time of the interviews, the Christian women still 
expressed concern that woman battering and other issues within Black communities 
are not being considered as seriously as they should. Conversely, the Muslim women 
reported positive support, although paternalistic and patriarchal in nature, regarding 
how the Islamic mosques and clerics handle domestic abuse among their followers.
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CHAPTER 9
USE OF PUBLIC AND SYSTEMIC RESOURCES TO LEAVE ABUSIVE
INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS
INTRODUCTION
In addition to the cultural idiosyncrasies that may formulate abused African
American women’s opinions about their victimization, as established in previous
chapters, and aside from relying on their own will to leave the relationships, battered
Black women access crime-processing and social service agencies at varying rates
and varying levels of success. Richie (1996) found that the battered Black women in
her study tended to avoid utilizing social services agencies, while the battered White
women used the services at greater rates. Many battered Black women often feel as
though they are ignored by agents and agencies that can assist them with their
substandard relationship and other dilemmas (Richie, 1996). As garnered from my
investigation, the participants essentially felt they were not important enough to be
heard. The women perceived that because White women are deemed more important
in society, battered White women would be more willing to speak out. Even though
some Black women are willing to speak out about the abuse, they are not sincerely
being heard, as experienced by 32-year-old Aaliyah, who shared, “I have not once
had anybody be sympathetic to anything that I’ve been through.” Olivia, 48-years-
old, summarized the sentiment felt by many of the participants concerning their
position as battered Black women in U.S. society:
White America won’t say anything unless it will be tragic. We’ll say something 
but we’re not being heard until something’s really, really bad, then you want to 
lock us all up. We can’t afford to get those Prozacs and Thorazines and twenty
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hours on the couch. We can’t afford that. We have to pray to God and hope 
everything works out.
In the previous chapter I established that the participants found comfort in 
their personal motivation, family, friends, religion, and spirituality to aid them in 
leaving their abusive relationships. I also illustrated that the women had special 
problems in each of these areas. The current chapter provides the analysis of the use 
of more public and systemic resources by battered women. Social services used by 
domestic violence victims while leaving abusive relationships include medical 
services, battered women’s shelters, and therapeutic agents. Regrettably, African 
American women are often reluctant to seek assistance via these opportunities 
(Crenshaw, 1993; Short et al., 2000). The barriers to utilizing these sources may not 
only be in relation to the short supply of battered women’s shelters and therapeutic 
resources in Black communities (Asbury, 1987; Sullivan & Rumptz, 1994) or known 
to the Black community, but may also be related to the ability and lack of trust in 
those working in the helping professions who are not able to deliver adequate 
culturally competent services to African American women who have suffered abuse 
from their intimate partners (Ammons, 1995; Sharma, 2001; Williams & Tubbs,
2002). “Culturally competent treatment of abused African American women requires 
an appreciation of the ways in which these and other relevant factors may inform 
women’s vulnerability to violence, as well as an appreciation of the strengths that 
African American women may bring to the therapeutic enterprise” (Bell & Mattis, 
2000, p. 528, also see Oliver, 2000). In my examination, the respondents’ 
experiences corresponded with the findings of this previous research. When asked if
268
she sought help from professionals, 33-year-old Victoria responded: “I didn’t know 
how to reach out to anybody. I didn’t know how to share that with anybody 1 didn’t 
know but my family, and [my family members] were telling me there wasn’t anything 
they could do.”
In addition to the concerns in using social services, battered women of color 
report a lack of trust in using the formal criminal processing system to assist with 
their exodus from abusive relationships (Bennett, Goodman, & Dutton, 1999; Richie, 
1996; Weis, 2001). A history of poor relations between criminal processing agencies 
(and their agents) and communities of color can account for this distrust (Brice-Baker, 
1994; Fishman, 2002). As will be demonstrated, the services described in this chapter 
-  medical services, battered women’s shelters, therapeutic services, and the crime- 
processing system -  were not as useful to the participants as the resources outlined in 
the previous chapter.
SEEKING MEDICAL TREATMENT
According to the National Crime Victimization Survey, from the reporting 
period of 1993 to 1998, most victims (all races/ethnicities) injured by an intimate 
partner did not report seeking professional medical treatment for their injuries; about 
six in 10 victims were injured but not treated (Rennison & Welchans, 2000). The 
more violent incidences a battered woman encounters the greater the likelihood that 
she will seek medical treatment (Smith & Winokur, 2004). Some research reported 
that battered Black women went to emergency rooms more than non-battered Black 
women, but accessed community clinics at similar rates (Schollenberger et al., 2003).
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McNutt et al. (2000) found that battered Black women deemed their medical 
encounters less satisfactory than non-battered Black women. Research conducted on 
battered Black women’s responses to mandatory reporting of domestic violence 
incidents by medical professionals to law enforcement authorities had varied findings. 
One investigation found that Black women identified possible negative outcomes as a 
result of mandatory reporting laws (Gielen et al., 2000), while other research 
determined that battered Black women and other battered women of color were more 
willing to report their injuries to medical professionals who are bound to mandatory 
reporting laws (Smith & Winokur, 2004).
Many of the participants in my study received injuries that were significant, 
but several chose not to seek medical help, and for those who did, they frequently 
experienced unsympathetic retorts by providers. Also, by not seeking out medical 
attention, some of the women were able to maintain their denial about their 
victimization or the seriousness of their battering situation. Further, 35-year-old 
Mariah chose not to go to the hospital partially because of the attention she would 
bring to her situation if she did; “No, I was too proud for it. I was afraid I would go 
to jail because 1 was fighting back, too.” Mariah’s disclosure captures how many of 
the women viewed seeking out help to heal their wounds, and their concerns about 
being labeled offenders instead of victims. This is particularly important given that 
most of the participants fought back.
Rodriguez et al. (1999) concluded that physicians are missing prime 
opportunities to screen women for intimate partner violence and that most doctors are 
not following practice guidelines for domestic abuse screening. The participants of
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my study typically lied to medical technicians about the nature of their injuries. As
established in Mariah s narrative above, the women lied to protect themselves from
criminal processing, but they also lied to protect their batterers from being arrested
and, overwhelmingly, because they felt they could resolve their situations on their
own without the help of professional agencies. When 51-year-old Wendy went to the
medical center located on the base where her abusive husband was stationed, she
informed the doctor and nurses of the following:
I told ‘em I fell down. They would send a nurse in to talk to me, to try to 
convince me to tell em that he beat me up. There was laws that would protect me, 
especially in the military. I didn’t want to see his career go down, and I knew I 
loved him enough to stay; that I would be with him. So I lied, and said, “No, no, 
no, I did fall. I did hit my head. I did hit my face.” I get back home, and it was' 
really well for about a month. After that, he started cheating on me. When I 
asked him about it, he would slap me.
Angie, 39 years old, lived in low-income status all her life and had no medical 
insurance, so when she was in need of medical services, she accessed a local public 
hospital. She was one of the few women who were actually honest about their abuse 
when she went to the hospital. Angie spoke of one of her experiences with the 
hospital after a battering incident and the staffs response to her after she disclosed of 
the cause of her injuries:
I walked down there by myself. They took care of me. They had a counselor that 
was supposed to come in there, but she happened to be off that day. Yeah, they 
asked me right away what happened. They said, “Who did this to you?” I said, 
“My boyfriend.” 1 go down to get the stitches and then the doctor asked me and 
then the nurse that was attending me also. They all knew, and then here comes 
the police because they have to follow through. He asked me did I know [the 
batterer s] name. I didn’t want to give his name. So he said there’s nothing they 
could do, which I knew that. I didn’t want to mess him up. And then while I’m 
sitting there, here [my boyfriend] comes. Nobody knows this is the man, right.
He just showed up. He waited till they got done, he waited outside, and after they 
did the stitches, we walked home together. The police had already left.
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Olivia also shared the cause of her injuries with medical staff. However, she, 
too, had a disapproving experience:
I only stayed in there for a little while, but they were abusive, too. Who needs to 
be abused if they ve already been abused? The doctors are unsympathetic. I 
never had an IV, even when I was pregnant. I never had any needles stuck in my 
arm. They jugged the thing up my arm. They tore off my clothes. They had to 
do a rape kit. I told them I wasn’t raped, but they really wasn’t listening. I don’t 
know why. I guess it’s a procedure. I guess they think that all domestic violence 
is rape. That’s not necessarily true. Some women don’t feel like going through 
that, I can understand why... I was sore. They had me up walking around. I 
don t know what that was all about, either. All I wanted to do was lay down 
because I was all bruised. So I decided to go home.
These occurrences and reactions to Angie and Olivia by doctors, nurses, and 
other hospital staff simply solidified to them that help is not always readily available 
even when a battered woman seeks it out. Furthermore, the women were often more 
concerned about the legal ramifications that might result due to regulations that bind 
medical personnel. Not only did they fear the arrest of their batterers they feared their 
own arrests, as well.
USE OF BATTERED WOMEN’S SHELTERS
Criticism has been directed at the accessibility of battered women’s shelters 
for Black women. Black women have cited their ignorance of these shelters, as well 
as discomfort with using battered women’s shelters fearing they are geared toward 
White victims (Short et al., 2000). Not all shelters have taken care to assure their 
programs are culturally relevant to marginalized women (Ammons, 1995; Sharma, 
2001; Williams & Tubbs, 2002). Crenshaw (1993, p. 96) recounted that “shelter
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policies are often shaped by an image that locates women’s subordination primarily in 
the psychological effects of male domination, and thus overlooks the socioeconomic 
factors that often disempower women of color.”
In Sullivan and Rumptz’s (1994) research, they discovered that in comparison 
to their White counterparts, African American women in their study who accessed a 
shelter suffered from more severe abuse in the six months prior to entering the shelter; 
had more dependent children; were more likely to report incomes below poverty level; 
had more limited access to a car for transportation; had greater needs for health 
services, material goods, and financial assistance; and were less likely to express 
interest in obtaining mental health counseling services. Another study reported that 
Black women in shelter were more likely to be employed than White women 
(Gondolf, Fisher, & McFerron, 1988).
Many of the participants in my investigation did not use battered women’s 
shelters because they believed shelters were something more for middle- or upper- 
class White women. As demonstrated in the section on family support in the previous 
chapter, if the women felt they needed a place to go, they typically went to their 
parents’ homes or the homes of other relatives; most of the women (n=29) did not 
access battered women’s shelters. Of the 11 women who did go to a shelter, five 
went once, four went twice, and two women used shelters three times or more. Based 
on the socioeconomic class of the participants during the abusive relationships, the 
majority of the women (64%, n=7) who went to a battered women’s shelter were 
working-class.
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The reasons provided by the several women who used the shelters included 
the unavailability of family; the unwillingness of family to provide appropriate 
assistance to the women; or reluctance by the participants to have their family see 
them in poor condition. Renee, a 45-year-old who was raised in the middle-class and 
was working-class during her abusive relationships, spoke of not wanting her family 
to see her in a decrepit state, as she provided her definition of battered women’s 
shelters:
These homes, unless you’re really ready to change, they’re nothing but pit stops. 
They help if you know how to appropriately take advantage of it. I did... [They] 
are like people who are stuffing the straw back into the straw man. They polish 
you up and get you ready for the next round, if there’s going to be a next round... 
I just needed someplace to rest where my people couldn’t see me that tired. They 
knew I was tired, and they probably knew more than I would allow them to tell 
me, because I think I’m invincible.
Many of the women found that they were remarkably unlike the other women 
(that is, unlike the non-Black women) in the shelters. They spoke of how their 
situations were often devalued because the extent of their injuries was often less 
severe than the other women, as described by 42-year-old Laura: “I was the least 
beaten-up person. I was not as bad as them.” Similarly, Wendy revealed, “I thought 
my situation was bad. [But] I seen so many other women who was so much worse.” 
Leah, 38 years old, described how she differed from the other women in her second 
shelter experience:
Being at that shelter, I met women that were married for 25 years and their 
husbands beat ’em and women that have lost their kids. I realized it could have 
been so much worse. If I would have been with him, he probably would have 
killed me... When we would have group, they would always trivialize what I 
went through because I didn’t have no marks. “How many teeth did you lose?” 
They said that they didn’t think I needed to even be there because they didn’t 
consider what I went through as abuse, because I didn’t hang around. I wasn’t in
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it for two years, 10 years, 20 years, 30 years, or whatever. I met women there that 
had been on the run for months. They get in a cycle. They go from one shelter 
and when their time runs up they go to another shelter. Some of them do it just 
statewide. Some of them do it nationwide. We had women come from all over 
the country and they would just stay a couple of weeks and just keep on moving 
because their mindset is, “He’s still after me.”
In 45-year-old Deborah’s shelter experience, she was fortunate to be
surrounded by a few other African American women. They were connected by the
conditions just described (i.e., the devaluing of Black women’s abusive experiences)
and their identity as Black women. However, in group settings, Deborah and the
other battered Black women felt stifled by the process, their surroundings, and feeling
as though they were outsiders from the remainder of the group. Deborah described
her disheartening introduction to life in a battered women’s shelter:
The Black woman talked better amongst themselves than [with the] White women. 
It was like when we talked we were more comfortable with each other. When we 
had group, we mainly just listened, we didn’t participate too much in the 
conversation. I wasn’t gonna go through all that. [The White women] mainly ran 
the conversation, we would mainly listen... We were quiet. We were mainly 
listening until we were asked something. The rest of ‘em would go on and on.
Other participants who utilized shelters also encountered disconnectedness to 
the shelter experience and staff. Laura realized, “It’s just that there aren’t any Black 
people there working with Black women.” Forty-three-year-old Inez went to battered 
women s shelters three times and surmised: “Sometimes I would think they would 
help [White women] quicker... Maybe help them get a place, help them and their 
kids quicker than the Black women.”
As alluded to in Leah’s description above, most of the participants considered 
shelters to be crutches that made the women too dependent on others. Many of the
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participants’ ancestral and personal histories as strong, independent women, though
sometimes a form of stereotypical self-labeling, aided in them considering help-
seeking opportunities, such as shelters, a disadvantageous source of support. Forty-
four-year-old Yolanda explicitly described this way of thinking:
It was peaceful, but I didn’t want to be there. I don’t like to be dependent. I’m an 
independent person. I didn’t want to have to stay there and not have no contact 
with no one from the outside. What I ended up doing was, I came back out on my 
own. I had money. I got my own place.
Yolanda continued to be harassed by her batterer after she left the shelter, but 
preferred her freedom and independence to being confined by the regulations and 
restrictions of a shelter. Her account also demonstrated how being connected with 
family during this time in need was imperative. The need for having a family 
connection adds to the explanation for the reluctance of most battered Black women 
to seek out refuge in a shelter.
For the women who had their children in the shelter with them, they were 
concerned about the effect the shelter stay would have on the children. Wendy spoke 
of her concerns regarding this, which, again, has roots in Black women’s dependence 
on others:
I learned that this is not where I want to be. This is not where I want my kids to 
be. Having an idea that they can get with an abusive man and they can run to the 
shelters. I didn’t want to get them in that pattern to show them that this is OK.
It’s not OK, ‘cause I don’t want them to even go that direction. I stayed there for 
a week. Got a job ... Got my own place. Put them in a better environment. 
Counselors were very friendly. I had one lady who took me to the side and told 
me that I shouldn’t have been there in the first place. “You’re not the type of 
woman who needs to be here.
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Although Wendy’s counselor had good intentions in praising Wendy for her strength 
and resilience and distinguishing her from the other women -  the White women -  in 
the shelter, these types of messages from counselors also serve to perpetuate the 
notion of the Strong Black Woman.” Though this perception has its positive 
attributes, it does a disservice to battered Black women in making it difficult for them 
to seek and accept help because it implies they are either strong enough to deal with 
the abuse on their own or facilitates them in ignoring the effects of the abuse 
altogether.
USE OF THERAPEUTIC SERVICES
Some of the women took advantage of other therapeutic services. The
experiences presented in this section are those counseling services that directly
addressed the battering victimization and were typically a result of referrals from
victims’ advocates. A few of the women benefited from the counseling they accessed,
but, overwhelmingly, like with the battered women’s shelters, they found the
counseling irrelevant to their lives and/or to African American culture. (The
discussion presented in this section extensively overlaps with the concerns of shelter
care.) Forty-one-year-old Paula described what several participants believed when
they were offered assistance:
I felt like I was a walking statistic. I was this number out of the sociology books.
I felt like, You really can’t relate, leave me alone.” My victim advocate, I forget 
her name, she would ask me questions, go on and on. I was like, “Lady, leave me 
alone. I’m dealing with trying to pay my rent.” I felt like I was part of a group 
that they had only read about. I felt like [I was] in this category that they looked 
at under a microscope. It made me feel uncomfortable. I was already 
embarrassed about the situation that happened, about feeling like that. It hurt my 
self-esteem and my pride as a woman. I was trying to deal with my circumstance
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and situation. I didn’t want them asking me questions. I felt like I didn’t want 
any help, either. I felt like, “Leave me alone, I’ve got enough going on. You’re 
not helping me. What can you do to help me? Unless you’re going to write me a 
check, you can t help me. I don t want to talk to you.’’ I was dealing with my 
own emotions and I still had to get up and cook and do all the things I had to do. 
They couldn t help me. No matter what they asked me or wanted to let me know, 
it didn’t help m e... “Are you going to come over and baby-sit?” What were they 
going to do? They were just bothering me. Go away. I was just another name on 
their list, another case number... You would get a paper in the mail about what’s 
going on now. But when somebody is going through this, they don’t want another 
piece of paper to look at and deal with.
Naomi was one of the small number of participants who participated in 
domestic abuse-related counseling. The 37-year-old questioned the lack of Black 
women clients in counseling: “I just wonder why there wasn’t a lot of Black women 
there in the group. I think a lot of Black women are maybe ashamed because they put 
up with it. Most of them in my group were White.” West (1999) found similar trends 
among women she interviewed who had been victims of various forms of 
interpersonal male violence. She recounted, “It seems there is no cultural space for a 
sad, weak, crying black woman” (p. 176). Laura tried to offer some explanation to 
why Black women are not getting the help they need to assist them with leaving 
abusive relationships:
Without Black women asking for help, they don’t get help. The help is there but 
the help is not acceptable to them. And if they won’t ask for help, they won’t get 
the help. And when they do actually go to these places, the people that are 
supposed to help them, some of them feel inadequate with dealing with a person 
of color... Some women of color.. .might not be willing in a group.. .to admit to 
some of the things that they go through because they don’t want to make their 
culture look bad. So instead they might say something pretty. That is a bad thing 
for them. There aren’t enough groups around to support them. For Black women 
to be stronger. Black women have to work together with Black women.
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Olivia described both the positive and (mainly) negative aspects of the
intimate partner violence victims group counseling she participated in:
The counseling was good to air how I felt, the anger, the denial. I seen the signs, 
but didn’t pay ‘em any attention, like the drinking and the drug abuse and the 
hanging out... But truthfully, I was disappointed. I was expecting something a 
little bit different. Prevention, awareness. Not after-the-fact [type of counseling]. 
After I can’t see or hear. I don’t want to hear that crap. I have to deal with this 
pain, I have to deal with those scars. I have to pick myself up and go on. You 
can’t do it for me, I don’t care how much you talk to me or what you say. Can 
you give me the tools to make me not make this mistake again? Awareness, 
prevention. All we did was sit around and talk about each other and what had 
happened.
Based on this experience, Olivia offered suggestions for improving the services 
provided to domestic violence victims:
They gave me all kind of counseling, but if you don’t experience it, you really 
can’t counsel... What can you do? I could cry to you, you can cry to me, pray 
for me. OK that’s fine, but what can we do to prevent it? ... But [counselors] 
need more hands-on training. They need to go to the shelters, to the jails, to the 
hospitals, to see the real blood and guts and the tears and the things that happen to 
the family, what led up to it. They need to see that... Have you been out there on 
the battleground? Ride with the ambulances, go to the domestic calls, go do nde- 
alongs with police officers to domestic cases.
Gloria’s secular counseling experience was also ineffective, though the 36- 
year-old did participate in effective counseling in her current church after leaving the 
church where she received poor pastoral advice: “In all the time I was in counseling, I 
never really dealt with any of the things that really bothered me until I went through 
the recovery program at church. That made me really deal with what had bothered 
me.”
Several of the participants worked or volunteered in the social or human 
services field and contributed their healing from the abuse and their ability to depart
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from the relationships to their practical experiences. These women entered these
professions after having experienced some form of abuse, whether in childhood or as
adults. Their immediate goal was not necessarily to heal themselves, because they
sought out social services opportunities to help others with similar experiences of
abuse as they had encountered. In the process, though, the women were able to
partake in some self-healing. Twenty-eight-year-old Isis worked as a medical health
counselor at the time of the interview and shared her method of personal growth
through her education and employment:
Going to school for human services was very therapeutic for me because I learned 
a lot about relationships and family and dysfunction and reasons why and how. 
Going to school helped me a lot, especially a lot of the books I read, like 
Codependent No More and How to Break Your Addiction to a Person. All the 
books I read, they actually helped me work through a lot of sadness. I don’t feel 
like I carry it around every day.
Fifty-four-year-old Michelle was employed at a domestic violence advocacy 
agency and believed: “Counselors are prisoners of their experience or lack of it.” She 
concluded: “These White women here cannot make determinations that involve 
people of color. You don’t have somebody tell you what people of color want.
People of color will tell you themselves.”
PERCEPTIONS OF THE CRIME-PROCESSING SYSTEM 
System Biases
The criminal processing system has not been swift to aid battered Black 
women (Ammons, 1995; Robinson & Chandek, 2000), and even with high law 
enforcement reporting rates, these victims still express reservations with trusting
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authorities in the criminal processing system. In my research, the participants who 
were middle-class status during their youth and/or at the time of the interviews, as 
well as those participants who had at least some college education, generally had 
more disparaging and negative remarks about the effectiveness and fairness of the 
criminal processing system, particularly policing. This is consistent with previous 
research that finds that higher-class African Americans are more critical of the system 
than Blacks among the lower socioeconomic levels (Weitzer & Tuch, 1999). The 
respondents discussed their beliefs in the context of how the system deals with 
African Americans and other people of color, regardless of the offending behavior, as 
well as in relation to intimate partner violence specifically. The women related how 
the system disfavors people of color. Jacqueline, 43 years old, stated, “As far as 
dealing with Black people in general, it’s a total imbalance.” And 52-year-old Cicely 
advised that:
There’s a lot of injustice when it comes to people of color, whether it’s drugs, 
alcohol, or even assault... I mean, no problem, You do the crime, you do the time, 
but the system is unbalanced. You can have a Black man and a White man in 
there for the same crime, the same background history of their lives, where they 
went to school/degree, for the same crime. The Black man’ll get 150 years while 
the White man will probably get five to 10 and out in two. Because the Black 
man is already stereotyped as, “You’re never gonna be nothing. You’re 
automatically a drug addict. You’re automatically an alcoholic, and you’re not 
working.”
Olivia also discussed the imbalance of treatment in the criminal processing system 
based on race:
There’s a law for them and there’s a law for us. The criminal justice system is not 
equal like they say. The justice scale is unbalanced.. .and it’s blindfolded, 
because you don’t know what you gonna get into. I’ve seen a lot of railroading us, 
a lot of bad things happening in the criminal justice system to good people.
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Reservations about utilizing the crime-processing system are also said to
transpire because speaking out about intimate partner violence can involve the risk of
generating racial shame (Ammons, 1995; Kupenda, 1998; West, 1999), and Black
women may be viewed as traitors to their race for adding more African American
men to the system’s offender population (Brice-Baker, 1994; Richie, 1996; Sorenson,
1996). Previous research has revealed that African American women fear how their
African American partners will be treated by police officers based on perceived and
real experiences of the excessive and unnecessary use of force, as well as other
aggressive police behaviors (Brice-Baker, 1994; Fishman, 2002; Richie, 1996;
Sorenson, 1996). Though some of the participants in my study felt guilty for calling
the police and/or following through with court procedures, none of the women felt
guilty because they were providing the criminal processing system with yet another
African American male. Their guilt was for taking the children’s fathers away by
sending them off to jail, as consistent with other research (Bennett, Goodman, &
Dutton, 1999), and any ensuing fear that may result from the batterer’s anger after he
is released from police custody back into the community. When Deborah was asked
if she felt guilty when she started calling the police on her batterer, she stated:
Yeah, because the kids, they kind of wanted to know him, but they didn’t. So I 
was feeling guilty about that. Other than that, about me, I didn’t care. But the 
older they got and the more they saw it, I didn’t feel guilty. It was mainly 
because of them.
Bell and Mattis (2000, p. 528) stressed that the “representations of African 
American men as victims who must be protected at all costs and the insistence that 
women must bear the responsibility for protecting men -  even the men who harm
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them -  contribute to the vulnerability of African American women.” Consequently, 
Williams (1994, p. 42) suggested that we need to redefine “black manhood” so that 
African American women “will be freed from violence in their homes and 
communities.”
Participants also discussed the system’s dealings with victims. Michelle 
spoke of how the system responds to domestic violence victims of color and victims 
with other disadvantages:
I think the criminal justice system has a different response to women of color and 
immigrant women. I think the response is uneven... The systems people I 
encounter, primarily White people, have absolutely no idea... You know, they 
make take a one-hour class in cultural competency, which is meaningless. They 
have no empathy for women of color. To make it worse, battered immigrant 
women of color have almost no recourse in the criminal justice system. It is 
totally unresponsive,.. We do have complaints about the system and about access, 
and not just from women of color and immigrant women, but also from deaf 
women and disabled women around access, and the fact that they’ll have a TTY 
number and nobody will be there answering.
Changes in the System’s Response to Partner Violence
The participants recognized the changes in the criminal processing system’s 
response to intimate partner violence over time and after specific events. For instance, 
without prompting, some women mentioned the documented physical abuse inflicted 
on Nicole Brown Simpson by celebrated football player and entertainer O.J. Simpson 
that was revealed during his murder trial in 1994. Thirty-nine-year-old Zora 
discovered the following:
I’ve noticed a big difference in the way things were being treated before Nicole 
Simpson. Right after that was when we broke up. I realized that when we had
39 When the participants make comments such as “before Nicole Simpson,” as Zora does, they are 
referring to criminal processing system changes after O.J. Simpson’s murder trial, not after the time 
when Nicole was actually battered by O.J. during the 1980s, which was not made national news until 
the murder trial.
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had issues before, even though he was the culprit, but after all of that happened, I 
think the law took a different turn on things... Now, I feel like they’re more on 
the victim’s side. I felt like they were answering calls quicker and following up 
more on things that were happening. In some ways I feel like the criminal justice 
system is OK, but then in some ways I feel like it’s not.
Naomi offered another viewpoint about the effect the Simpson case had on domestic
violence when asked what she thinks about how the crime-processing system deals
with intimate partner violence:
I don’t think it’s good. They’re overly doing it because of Nicole Brown Simpson. 
And it’s almost like a game to the police because they’re constantly going to the 
same houses. I do ride-alongs with the police department. You see the same 
people. Once they’re out, the wife or the girlfriends take them back. It’s the 
same cycle. You’re knocking on the same doors telling the same woman, “This 
man is gonna kill you.”
The women also discussed how they noticed the changes in the law caused
more women victims of domestic violence, including themselves, to be arrested for
domestic violence-related offenses. Other research has found that, indeed, there has
been an increase in arrests of women, who were often victims of repeat abuse by their
male mates (Busch & Rosenberg, 2004). Forty-three-year-old Tammy discussed the
outcome of such policies:
Right now they’re pretty strict ‘cause somebody’s going to get a case... 
Sometimes they’ll come out and talk, but either one of you are going or both of 
you are going to go. And once you get a domestic violence, that’s just like a drug 
case on your record, ‘cause people don’t want you. Violent crimes or assaults, 
they don’t want you in their apartments. Lot of places you have to get a criminal 
background history, and if you have domestic violence background a lot of times 
you can’t even rent an apartment. It’s almost like drugs on your record. It’s not 
good... I don’t see no good habilitation in the criminal system.
Twenty-four-year-old Phoebe had a similar recollection and reported her 
experiences regarding this occurrence:
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I think now they re puttin the women in jail more... In most cases the women 
are still the ones being inflicted violence on, and they’re puttin’ the women in jail 
now. My sister went to jail... It was a mutual thing. I guess she threw something 
at him, he hit her and strangled her... She didn’t want to press charges against 
him, so she didn’t sign the paperwork... He signed the paperwork. He 
prosecuted my sister when she was pregnant. She spent three or four days in 
ja il... But he would have been looking at more time than her, because he did 
choke her and kick her, and etcetera... They put her in jail and she had to do a 
year of probation and a year of classes, domestic violence classes, behind this. So 
she really got the bad end of this. And now she has it on her record. She didn’t 
have a record before. She was telling me about some of the women in the class. 
Like all of them were in there because their boyfriends had beat on them for years 
and years and then they finally hit em back and they end up going to jail because 
they hit back. I think that’s a shame. I think the criminal justice system is really 
going down the wrong road. And then a lot of the cases, you know, they see so 
much domestic violence that I think they’re getting the attitude that, “These 
women want this.” So they’re puttin’ them in jail.
Another change in the system related to domestic violence is the use of 
battered woman ’ssyndrome (BWS) during the past two decades as a criminal defense 
for battered women who kill or seriously harm their batterers. Stereotypical images 
of Black women has lead to the debate on the research regarding battered Black 
women s success or potential success with using BWS as it was originally developed 
by Lenore Walker (1979, 2000). BWS is a legal application to battered women’s so- 
called “learned helplessness,” and typically used to explain why battered women kill 
their battering male mates. However, it has been argued that BWS fails to be an 
applicable and practical theory for all women (Allard, 1991) and that there is not a 
single personality profile for all battered women (Dutton, 1993). Allard (1991) 
asserted that because Walker’s BWS is based on the stereotype of the White helpless 
woman, it can not be applied to a Black woman, whose stereotype includes being 
angry and independent. “To successfully defend herself, a battered woman needs to 
convince a jury that she is a ‘normal’ woman -  weak, passive, and fearful” (Allard,
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1991, pp. 193-194). Stark (2003) reasoned that BWS is not generally found among 
Black women. Since battered Black women may be employed, respond to violence 
and abuse with physical fighting, and have criminal histories, they do not fit within 
the parameters of the battered woman (Stark, 2003). Even if battered Black women 
do demonstrate characteristics more fitting with those of battered White women, as 
did a few of the women in my study who were not socialized to violence and were 
given special treatment as children, the stereotype of the Black woman will prevail in 
court settings (Stark, 2003). These findings are corroborated by hooks’s (2004b, p. 
57) conclusion that “[b]lack male violence against black females is the most 
acceptable form of acting out. Since the racist sexist white world sees black women 
as angry bitches who must be kept in check, it turns away from relational violence in 
black life.”
System Effectiveness
Some of the women offered insight on how they believed the criminal
processing system could better help battered women based on their interactions with
system agents. Olivia discussed how the system must address the batterer at earlier
intervals and why in her case her batterer may have been disregarded:
It’s a good old boy association; they’ll allow men to get away with abuse 
throughout years. His record went all the way back to high school, being abusive 
to women. He didn’t get any psychological treatment or help until he damn near 
killed me and tore up my house. If it wasn’t for the victims’ advocates -  because 
most of those women had been abused also and they see these clients all the time 
-  I don’t think I would have made it through. Even some of the police officers 
were finally glad that somebody stepped forward and said something so that they 
could get him locked up.
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Victoria alluded to the need for improvement in system effectiveness when
explained her experience and within the context of being an African American:
I wonder how come the system don’t help me. That’s what I don’t understand. 
When we call the police and if the guy runs off, how come they don’t give us a 
card, some agencies or something, instead of just leaving us to deal with it. Even 
though we are used to going through hard times, there should be some help for 
those that want some. I would have took the help a long time ago.
Other research also found what Victoria represents here; that is, that intimate partner 
violence victims were unsatisfied with police in their failure to provide counseling 
referrals (Apsler, Cummins, & Carl, 2003).
Erez and Belknap (1998) argued that women with greater financial means 
may be less likely to utilize police and the courts for intervention. This is consistent 
with the participants in my study, as the five women in middle-class abusive 
relationships and many of the working-class participants did not call the police 
themselves. (However, this does not mean there was never police, and possibly court, 
intervention, since witnesses of the abuse may have been those who called in law 
enforcement to intervene.)
A few of the women had positive outlooks and experiences with the criminal 
processing system. Though she saw disparate handling of cases, Olivia believed that 
crime victims can make the system work for them: “So until I had a chance firsthand 
to really see that it really does work, but you have to hang in there and believe and go 
through the endurance, the stress and the strain, and rehashing old wounds, stuff like 
that. I felt great.” Mariah also had an overall positive view of the criminal 
processing system:
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I felt strong that the justice system did the job for me. It worked for me. I 
thought he was just going to get probation. I didn’t know they were going to give 
him jail time. When the judge was reiterating over and over what he had done, 
then I realized that someone could end up dead in a situation like that.
Likewise, 18-year-old Keisha summarized:
Overall, I think they do a good job for keeping the women safe, because there’s 
shelters and places you can go if you’re in a domestic problem. I think that the 
department’s doing a really good job at keeping women safe. I think they’re 
doing a good job with the safe houses and things like that.
In contemplating their law enforcement options for getting out of the abusive 
relationships, some women felt it was necessary to find other ways to resolve the 
relationship instead of using the criminal processing system. Likewise, Erez and 
Belknap (1998) found that many of the victims in their investigation made attempts to 
not make use of the criminal processing system. Forty-five-year-old Kim concluded 
about the system: “I don’t care for it. I’d rather handle it in my own way.” She 
elaborated by stating: “We never called the police when we was growing up. It was 
just something you didn’t do. You handle your own business. Handle your own 
business! What’s the purpose of having a person in uniform there?” Laura also 
believed alternative methods should be used if at all possible: “If you’re lucky enough 
that the police and the courts will help you, sure, go try that, too. If you can do it a 
different way, go for the different way.”
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POLICE INTERVENTION 
Arrest Rates
There has been a substantial portion of research conducted that reported trends 
in the type of women who are most likely to utilize police to assist with controlling 
violent mates’ behavior. Additionally, a significant amount of research identified 
under which circumstances officers are most likely to make arrests in domestic 
violence cases (see Belknap, 1995, and Jones & Belknap, 1999, for reviews of this 
research).40 The National Crime Victimization Survey resulted in the finding that 
53% of the women domestic abuse victims of all races from 1993 to 1998 notified 
police of their victimization, and reporting of intimate partner violence incidents 
increased over the five-year period (Rennison & Welchans, 2000). Concerning 
gender distinctions, women victims of intimate partner violence are more likely to 
contact the police than male victims, and police are more likely to take a report and 
make an arrest if the victim is female (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). When 
distinguished by race, battered African American women have been found to be more 
likely to report their victimizations than White women (Bachman & Coker, 1995; 
McFarlane et al., 2000b; Rennison & Welchans, 2000). Sixty-seven percent of the 
African American women victims reported the violence perpetrated against them, 
compared to 50% of the White women (Rennison & Welchans, 2000, also see 
McFarlane et al., 2000b). Other comparisons based on race identified that Black 
victims were more likely than White female victims to want their batterers arrested 
(Hirschel & Hutchison, 2003; Jasinski, 2003). However, Richie (1996) determined
40 Most of this research was conducted on jurisdictions prior to the implementation of mandatory, 
presumptive, and otherwise pro-arrest policies, although a small amount was conducted in post-pro­
arrest policy jurisdictions.
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that battered Black women had greater resistance to calling the police than battered 
White women. Regarding victims of intimate partner and sexual violence, West 
(1999, p. 161) argued that [rjacism should be understood as thoroughly interwoven 
into all their life-choices, not as an isolated phenomenon that rears its head when the 
victim-survivor is trying to decide whether or not to call the police.” Bachman and 
Coker (1995) found that Black men who were violent toward their Black female 
mates were more likely to be arrested than White men who victimized White women. 
Lastly, regarding race and presence of children, one study found the police were more 
than twice as likely to make arrests for battered White mothers than for battered 
Black mothers (Robinson & Chandek, 2000).
Research has also uncovered variations in arrest by socioeconomic status, 
involvement of weapons or drugs, and extent of injuries. Concerning socioeconomic 
class, victims who were at poverty level were significantly more likely to want their 
abusers arrested than those in higher classes (Hirschel & Hutchison, 2003; Jasinski, 
2003). Also, police were more likely to be called if a weapon was used (Jasinski, 
2003; Jones & Belknap, 1999), if there were injuries (Jasinski, 2003), and if alcohol 
and drugs were involved (Jones & Belknap, 1999).
Effectiveness of Police Action
A major concern with police intervention is the effect arrest of batterers will 
have on future battering (recidivism rates). As related to the discussion in previous 
chapters regarding participants’ level of fear for the batterers, only a few women in 
my study did not call the police due to fear of the batterers’ greater abuse upon 
release. Naomi described her predicament:
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I went to the hospital. I was so out of it. I don’t remember walking from the 
bathroom to the ambulance. I don’t remember walking into the hospital or being 
taken to the hospital. I don’t remember them taking pictures. I don’t remember 
any of that. But when the MPs41 came in and said, “Do you want to press 
charges?” I remember saying no, because I was so afraid to say yes.
One study determined that the chance of re-arrest for battering is dependent on 
marital and employment status: Sherman et al. (1992a) found that arrest of intimate 
partner violence perpetrators with a low “stake in conformity,” that is, being 
unemployed and single, increased their re-arrest or recidivism for domestic violence. 
Contrastingly, when married and employed individuals were arrested it deterred 
further intimate partner violence. Hirschel and Hutchison (2003) found that women 
who did not want their batterers to be arrested were less likely to be re-victimized 
than those who wanted their batterers arrested. This is in compliance with several 
studies that have ascertained that the violence perpetrated against women by their 
intimate partners did not significantly reduce after arrest at the scene of the incident 
(Berk et al., 1992; Dunford, Huizinga, & Elliott, 1990; Hirschel, Hutchison, & Dean, 
1992; McFarlane et al., 2000a; Sherman et al., 1992b). However, Weisz (1996) 
argued that these studies failed to consider cultural background of the individuals, 
police conduct, and the couples’ interactions prior to police contact, among other 
matters.
Regardless of the chance of continued battering after an arrest, some of my 
study respondents viewed the arrests of their batterers as a welcomed vacation from 
the battering, which allowed them to get rested for the next round of battles once 
abusers were released from police custody or jail. Forty-seven-year-old Vanessa said
41 Military police officers.
291
she “called the police to put him out, so I could go to sleep.” Even with satisfaction 
resulting from the arrests of their batterers, the participants’ thoughts about how the 
police dealt with the domestic violence situation were more in the form of 
disappointment than praise and appreciation. Tjaden and Thoennes (2000) found that 
the majority of the women victims of intimate partner violence did not want to call 
the police because they supposed the police could not do anything or would not 
believe them (also see Fleury et al., 1998). Likewise, many of the women in my 
investigation chose not to contact the police themselves or to admit that the batterer 
hit them when the police responded to the homes and some of the women were 
disappointed in police action when officers arrived to the scene.
Some research has indicated that police officers who respond to domestic 
violence calls tend to treat the male batterers more leniently than other violent 
offenders (Eigenberg, Scarborough, & Kappeler, 1996; Fyfe, Klinger, & Flavin,
1997), although an earlier study did not find variations in police responses to batterers 
and other violent offenders (Klinger, 1995). Another study claimed that the majority 
of batterers are not getting arrested regardless of the type of abuse (Coulter et al., 
1999). Regarding pro-arrest policies, most of the research conducted in jurisdictions 
without mandatory or presumptive arrest policies noted that police frequently avoided 
arresting intimate partner abusers (see Belknap, 1995; Jones & Belknap, 1999). 
Further, Stephens and Sinden (2000) identified four police attitudes that were 
recognized by a sample of mostly White victims who had multiple encounters with 
officers responding to the domestic violence situation. Respondents reported that 
officers minimized the situation, did not believe the victim, did not show care, and
292
exhibited arrogance (also see Shoham, 2000). Erez and Belknap (1998) supported
that these types of attitudes only enhance the despondency felt by the victims as a
result of the abuse. In my study, after Aaliyah was brutally raped by her estranged
husband who entered her home unlawfully, she was able to silently persuade her
daughter to leave the house and contact the police. When the police arrived to the
home, they informed Aaliyah that her husband’s only infraction was violation of the
restraining order Aaliyah had on her husband. Aaliyah stated:
I feel like if it was a White lady up in [an upper-class neighborhood], I think the 
situation probably would have been handled differently... I think she probably 
would have been treated better... I’ve never been asked the question, “Are you 
OK? Do you need anything?” I don’t think a cop has ever asked me if I was OK, 
ever.
In a few situations law enforcement officers would talk with the participants
in the immediate presence of the batterer, as opposed to separating the couple to
alleviate further victimization and to determine the nature of the situation. These
participants, including Laura, expressed their dissatisfaction with this practice:
These police are crazy, asking me from the door -  he’s between me and the police 
-  and the police is asking me if everything is fine. Of course it is! They stayed 
for a while, but they never asked me by myself. If I was anywhere near that door 
I would have left with the police.
Twenty-two-year-old Ebony described a similar situation when the officers responded 
to her home:
1 think they could have asked more questions. They’re asking me questions, and 
he’s standing right here. I think they should have separated us. Maybe they could 
have got more out of me... It should have been private. And then I don’t like to 
talk in big groups, so if there’s two or three police, I’m going to try to rush on, I 
know they’re going to get in the car and laugh at the situation.
293
Further dissatisfaction among the participants involved police officers’
inability to detect evidence of abuse on the women because the color of their skin did
not always easily show bruises. If there were no cuts, missing teeth, or other obvious
lesions, the police typically failed to take action. Naomi opined, “They’re not trained
to see what they need to see... They’re not looking at the signs, they’re looking at
physical symptoms.” Deborah, who is dark skinned, spoke of the lack of physical
evidence when the police arrived to her home after a battering incident: “They didn’t
see nothing on me, no bruises or nothing. They would just make him leave the
house.” Though Renee is fair-skinned, she also encountered having a lack of
evidence for police action, after her boyfriend hit her: “They didn’t see any marks on
me. It was my word against his... Something has to be shown. Something has to be
done. Somebody has to be found. And that didn’t happen. They didn’t see
anything.” Naomi never fought back in any of her relationships, but she typically
made efforts to protect herself. In doing so on one occasion, Naomi, who has
medium-brown skin, put marks on the batterer, who is a fair-skinned Latino. Naomi
discussed what happened when the police officers responded to the home:
I said, This man hit me and you’re looking at the scars on him because he’s 
lighter than I am. Because of my complexion it’s not gonna show up until later.” 
No, no, it would show up right now,” they said... I could probably touch his 
cheek and it would turn red... They put me down for third degree assault and put 
him down for harassment.
Regarding satisfaction with the police, one study found that most women are 
satisfied with their experiences with officers who were helpful and would contact the 
police upon future domestic abuse incidents (Apsler, Cummins, & Carl, 2003), and 
another study determined that women were more likely to report satisfaction with
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police when batterers were arrested upon the first law enforcement encounter
(Stephens & Sinden, 2000). Though their experiences provided negative views of
law enforcement interaction (both personal and those witnessed among family
members and in the community), a handful of women in my study experienced a
positive police experience. Thirty-eight-year-old Sam demonstrated this notion about
police officers in general:
Not all police are bad police. There are some that take advantage of being a police 
officer. You know, just touch you any way they want to. Some of that is 
unnecessary. But all in all, police are good guys. As long as they’re not taking 
me to jail, it’s all good.
Gloria had a great deal of gratitude for the additional protective measures 
taken and offered by the officer who responded to her call:
They took him to jail. The police officer, asked me did I want him to beat him 
up... [The officer] was a White guy. And I had on just my pajamas. He looked 
at me, he took off his coat and he put it around me. He said, “You know what? 
You did not deserve this and look how he’s got you out here.” He put me in the 
front seat [of the patrol cruiser] and then we sat down and he started talking. He 
said, “You know what? I can.. .kick his ass if you want me to.” I was thinking, “I 
still love this man! No! No!” And after that, [the officer] would just ride around 
and just wave. He did that probably for about a month after that. And I thought 
that was really nice... He was really sweet.
Victim Arrests
Busch and Rosenberg (2004) found in their study that women and men 
arrested for domestic violence used and inflicted severe violence and injuries equally; 
however, there are clear gender differences in the majority of the research comparing 
male and female victims of domestic violence and males and females charged as 
domestic violence offenders. Other research has determined that women are victims 
of more acts of violence and more severe acts of violence than men (Melton &
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Belknap, 2003; Rennison & Welchans, 2000; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). Male 
victims of domestic violence felt less threatened by their abusive mates than did 
female victims (Henning & Feder, 2004; Melton & Belknap, 2003). Many women 
who get arrested for domestic assault report that they were acting in self-defense 
(Barnett, Lee, & Thelen, 1997; Cascardi & Vivian, 1995; Coulter et al., 1999; 
Hamberger & Guse, 2002; Melton & Belknap, 2003; Saunders, 1986; Swan & Snow,
2003). Henning and Feder (2004) found that female perpetrators of domestic 
violence were less likely than male perpetrators to have offending histories that 
necessitate significant alarm for the propensity to commit further violence. Bourg 
and Stock (1994) established that 84.6% of the Black women in their study were 
arrested for aggravated battery, a felony, while the remainder of arrests was for 
simple battery, a misdemeanor. Conversely, 19.5% of White males, 32.3% of Black 
males, and 26.3% of White females were arrested for the felony charge. They 
theorized that the misperception by police of the Black woman as the angry woman 
may account for the discrepancy in arrest rates for felony domestic violence charges 
and that women may more likely use a weapon due to their lack of physical strength 
compared to men (see also Belknap, 2001; Melton & Belknap, 2003), thus causing 
more damage and breaking the prescribed feminine role.
As already established in previous sections of this chapter and dissertation, 
many of the women in my study feared their own arrests when calling the police (or 
during other interactions with law enforcement agents) because of the participants’ 
tendency to fight back. They were also aware of newly implemented law 
enforcement policies that mandated an arrest of at least one party upon police
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response to domestic violence calls. One of the (unintended) outcomes of pro-arrest 
policies is the significant rates of women's (i.e., victims) arrests for domestic violence 
(see Jones & Belknap, 1999; Malloy et al„ 2003; Martin, 1997; McMahon & Pence, 
2003; Miller, 2001). Even if law enforcement officers still held a significant amount 
of discretion, many of the participants in my study perceived that one or both 
individuals would be arrested if police responded to the incident. Paula disclosed:
“At the time, I thought that I would be arrested also. So I wouldn’t call. It was 
always about my kids, protecting my kids. I thought if there’s an altercation then 
both people would be taken.” Several of the women were actually cited or arrested 
for domestic abuse, including Naomi, as demonstrated in her narrative in the previous 
section, and Inez: “When I started fighting him back, I was fighting him back. He 
wasn’t getting the best of me then. I was getting him. And a lot of times they 
wouldn’t take him, they’d take me. I’ve done a lot of 90 days and a lot of 120 days.” 
Interestingly, 42-year-old Billie spoke of her glee when she was arrested because of 
the perceived power shift in the relationship to her, as brought on by her fighting back: 
“I went to jail. I was in there for about four days. I wasn’t there that long.., I just 
felt so good. I went to jail happy! I’ve never went to jail happy in my life. I was 
happy.” Though this has not been detected in other research, Richie (1996) found in 
her study that some of the battered Black women in jail were relieved by their 
incarceration because they felt safe from further abuse by their batterers.
Miller (2001) argued that if the trend with arrest policies penalizes battered 
women who fight back, the criminal processing system is ineffective. I agree with 
Miller’s assertion. The arrests of some of the participants in my study mainly served
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to generate further distrust and less faith in the criminal processing system by the 
women; left the women with criminal records that hindered housing and employment 
resources; and subjected the women to the stigma and risk attached to being an 
“offender” within the criminal processing system. For example, Isis was disinclined 
to call the police because of socioeconomic-related repercussions of police 
involvement:
I was afraid to [call the police]. He was an old gang member. I was staying in 
low-income housing. If I call the police on him and he’s in my house -  he could 
not have drugs on him [in the housing development]. That would jeopardize me 
and my kids’ house. So I didn’t call the police on him.
COURT INTERVENTION
Fewer participants than those who experienced law enforcement intervention
for their intimate partners’ battering were involved in official court action as a result
of police action. This was to be expected since there is a filtering process as
offenders progress through the criminal processing system. Some of this filtering is
due to the women not following through with assisting prosecutors after a batterer’s
arrest. Phoebe reported a positive experience with the police, but expressed being
angry with herself for her inaction after her boyfriend was arrested:
They always were very professional and really wanted to help me. They really 
did. I really wish I had just broke through with prosecuting him. You know, 
showing up to court and doing my part, like I should have ‘cause he would have 
spent some time in jail. I felt bad because they really did want to help, and they 
really didn’t like him at all.
Deborah and a few other participants were scorned by crime-processing agents for 
their decision to not follow through with prosecution of their batterers:
298
The police would come and they would get mad at me because they said I was 
filing reports and I wasn’t trying to do nothing about it. So one day when I did 
call the police, they told me, “You got to testify against him, or we’ll put you in 
jail.” I did. I got tired, and I did. They locked him up for a couple of years for 
habitual domestic.
As with their recollections about police intervention, the participants’
encounters with the court process resulted in disapproving opinions about the court
process were also outweighed with negative experiences. This final section details
the participants’ frustration with the court system and their utilization of restraining 
orders.
Frustration with Prosecutorial Process
Even though there has been a general distrust by African Americans of the
crime-processing system in general and in relation to issues of intimate partner
violence (Brice-Baker, 1994; Richie, 1996; Sorenson, 1996), Bui (2001) found that
Black women were more likely to want prosecution in domestic violence cases than
White women, and 65% of the African American women in Weisz’s (2002) study
supported prosecution of their batterers. Weisz argued, “No matter how strong some
women might perceive themselves to be, they may recognize that legal interventions
against batterers are complex processes best handled by legal professionals” (p. 30).
Even while accepting the court’s intervention in their cases, the participants in my
examination often found themselves annoyed with the procedures. Isis was willing to
cooperate with the prosecution after her batterer’s arrest, but was frustrated with the 
process:
I had to go to court for my daughter’s dad when he pulled that gun on me. I was 
kind of dumb at that point about the whole thing. I just wanted to get it over with 
because it seem to be like such a long, drawn-out process. You know he did it.
299
Just lock him up. Do something with him. I had to be heard, I had to testify and 
everything. It was a scary experience. But I was honest. And that’s what took 
the fear out of it. I didn’t have anything to be afraid of, ‘cause I didn’t do 
anything. I was in my house and he came over with mess. Just being in front of a 
judge, it s so official. And there was a part of me that was worried about him, 
because he had never been to the penitentiary before. He was kind of a pretty boy, 
and that was my daughter’s father. I still didn’t want him to go to jail and get 
messed over. I just wanted him to serve his time, learn a lesson from it. And he 
did. He came out of prison with a real nasty scar on his forehead that he won’t 
tell anyone where it came from.
Initially, the police only charged Aaliyah’s rape by her husband as a violation 
of the restraining order. Once the case reached the assistant district attorney, 
additional charges were imposed. Aaliyah was pleased that additional charges were
imposed, but discussed her personal conflict and frustration with the outcome of the 
case:
He had a rape charge, first degree assault, burglary, kidnapping. It was all of that, 
it wasn t just he violated the restraining order. They told me he was looking at 32 
years in prison for what he did. All I could think about was his kids at the time. I 
thought, I’m gonna be the one to put him away for the rest of his life and he’s 
never gonna see his kids... I said, Just give him a plea bargain. Offer him 
something, I don’t care what it is. [The district attorney] called me back and said 
that he had got five years. I was mad. But then I told myself, I can’t be mad, I 
told her to do that. I didn’t know they were going to go from 32 years to five 
years. I thought he would get 10 or 20 years. He was out in two.
Other respondents who were able to get the court to intervene were also 
disappointed with the court outcomes. Billie stated: “He went to jail for thirty days 
with twenty-seven of ‘em suspended. So he only had to spend three days in jail, and 
I’ve got the crap beat out of me!”
Use of Restraining Orders
All states in the United States allow victims of intimate partner violence to 
secure protective orders against their batterers (Eigenberg et al„ 2003). Eigenberg et
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al. (2003) found that during the past two decades legislation regarding restraining or
protection orders has intensified. These strengths included improved access to
obtaining orders; a broader definition of “intimate relationships” beyond married
parties, improved confidentiality; and increased penalties for repeat violators. Fischer
and Rose (1995) determined that women who seek restraining orders overcome
feelings of fear to do so and feel they have taken power or control over their situation.
Several of my study’s participants made use of the opportunity to secure restraining
orders. Aaliyah thought of and used the restraining order she got against her husband
to help protect herself if and when she needed to: “I used it like a shield to protect
myself. If I ever felt like I was in danger, I knew that he’d have to leave one way or 
another.”
Even though there has been improvement, Wan (2000) established that legal
and court personnel assisting women requesting restraining orders were demeaning
and patronizing to the women. Most of the participants in my project identified that
the restraining orders served no purpose, because they did not deter the batterer from
associating with the women or from continuing to abuse the women. Billie described
her disappointment with this form of legal intervention: “Restraining order, that don’t
work. I went and got a restraining order on Kadeem numbers of times. And he’d
come right over there and talk his stuff and jump on me, and by the time the police
came, he was gone.” Gloria also spoke of her aggravation with the restraining order 
process:
I went and got a restraining order. Got the temporary one, then I went back to get 
the permanent one. I thought that process was tedious. I kept trying to explain to 
[the judge] that he kicked me while I was down. I’m mentally drained. I have 
been doing this for 10 years. Fighting, mentally trying to keep him from lashing
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out for these 10 years, and you’re sitting up here telling me I haven’t given you 
enough excuse for this man to have a restraining order? What’s he have to do, 
beat me down? In that aspect I thought it was hard. I thought, this judge was just 
thinking that I was being mean, and I wasn’t. I was just trying to protect 
myself... I felt like that was the hardest thing, to get a restraining order. And it 
was actually worthless, because he could still call and still come by and the police 
wouldn’t do anything, maybe tell him to leave. I don’t know how things are 
today, but I know when my mom, and in the earlier years when it was happening 
to me, it was no big deal to just go to jail and get out.
Gloria’s mention of “fighting” refers to her attempts at verbally and
psychologically trying to keep her abuser from attacking her. Actually, Gloria was
one of the small number of participants who did physically retaliate against their
batterers, as discussed in Chapter Eight. Despite that, Gloria demonstrated in her
narrative how the judge in her case may have been relying on a stereotype of the
Black woman as the angry woman (e.g., “this judge was just thinking I was being 
mean”).
SUMMARY
The view of battered Black women, which is often how they view themselves, 
as strong and independent Black women interferes with them wanting to reach out 
and use medical and therapeutic services, battered women’s shelters, and criminal 
processing channels. This view also negatively affects how social services agents 
respond to battered Black women. This chapter highlighted that only a portion of the 
participants accessed medical services for their battering-related injuries. They 
received various responses by medical personnel; from concern and the offering of 
further assistance to being virtually ignored even when the women were forthright 
about how they received their injuries. Variations by socioeconomic class had more
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to do with where the women accessed medical care as opposed to who accessed 
medical care. That is, lower-income and working-class participants, expectedly, went 
to public health facilities, and middle-class women sought assistance from doctors 
who they secured through their medical insurance.
A minority share of the sample used battered women’s shelters as a method 
for severing ties with batterers. Participants were more likely to seek shelter in their 
mothers’ homes if housing accommodations were needed when leaving the abusive 
relationships. The women who used the battered women’s shelters were typically 
either in the low-income or working-class socioeconomic statuses. The participants 
found themselves isolated within the shelters in two ways. They felt disconnected 
from their families because of the restrictions the shelters placed on contact with 
others or because of the location of the shelter. Secondly, they found themselves to 
have different attitudes and life experiences (based on race and culture) than the other 
women in the shelter and to sometimes have different circumstances regarding their 
abusive relationships. The participants were often made to simultaneously feel 
inferior, because their injuries were not as extensive and they had not remained in the 
relationships for lengthy periods, and superior, because they were viewed as Strong 
Black Women who could manage more hardship than the battered White women in 
the shelters.
In general, the women believed the criminal processing system to be biased, 
though they did share a few instances where the system worked in their favors and 
where individual agents of the system offered welcomed assistance. Many of the 
participants recognized the positive and negative changes in arrest policies of
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domestic violence perpetrators. They were often pleased when batterers were 
arrested for their assaultive behaviors, but disenchanted when they (the participants) 
were viewed as the aggressors by law enforcement officers and cited or taken into 
custody for domestic violence related offenses. Many of the participants were also 
discouraged with the prosecution of those batterers whose cases were forwarded 
through the criminal processing system because of the bureaucratic intricacies of 
finding guilt and sentencing offenders.
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CHAPTER 10
EFFECTS OF INTIMATE PARTNER ABUSE ON HEALTH AND 
SUBSEQUENT INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS 
INTRODUCTION
The study participants suffered from multiple mental and physical conditions 
as a result of the abuse by their intimate partners. Excessively battered women have 
been found to have poorer health than non-battered and infrequently battered women 
(Leone et al., 2004). Clements, Sabourin, and Spiby (2004) found that battered 
women have ineffective coping skills, which include abusing drugs, self-blame, and 
denial of the abusive relationships. There were immediate effects produced by the 
abuse, and though battered women’s health can improve when there is no longer any 
abuse (Campbell & Soeken, 1999), there can be long-lasting or permanent 
consequences (Crowell & Burgess, 1996). This chapter describes the mental health, 
substance use, eating disorders, and physical health problems of participants that 
stemmed from the abuse by their male partners. I also address the effects the abuse 
has had on the participants’ subsequent intimate relationships.
MENTAL HEALTH
Intimate partner violence has been determined to have negative effects on the 
mental health of the victims, particularly women (Axelrod et al., 1999; Campbell & 
Soeken, 1999; Golding, 1999; Johnson & Ferraro, 2000; Jones et al., 2003; Kocot & 
Goodman, 2003; McGruder-Johnson et al., 2000; Ramos, Carlson, & McNutt, 2004; 
Swan & Snow, 2003). Additional research reported that Black women, regardless of
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intimate partner victimization status, suffer from depression at greater rates than
women of other races and ethnicities (Ramos, Carlson, & McNutt, 2004). Campbell
and Soeken (1999, p. 36) determined that “long-term and continued abuse is most
associated with worsening and clinical depression,” but depression as a result of
intimate partner abuse lasted past the end of the abusive relationship for African
American women in their study. In their study of HIV-infected and non-infected
African American women, Jones et al. (2003) determined that the abused women of
the group had a higher rate of suicidal ideation than the non-abused women, and the
HIV-positive women reported more suicidal thoughts. As was articulated in some of
my study narratives in previous chapters, many of the women’s mental health and
esteem were damaged by their abusive experiences, both during their childhoods and
as a result of their intimate relationships. Forty-five-year-old Helene related how her
spirit was broken by the abuse from one of her husbands:
What really started breaking me was, when you put somebody in the most 
comfortable spot of their life and you destroy that. What I mean by that is my 
kitchen, where I do all my cooking from my heart and my soul. When you get 
flipped over a damn dishwasher and you’re on the floor in your favorite spot in 
your world, something just closed off.
While in the abusive relationships, many of the women described that the
lives they were living were, in essence, the lives of their batterers. They became so
consumed with pleasing, coddling, and taking care of the batterers that they neglected
their own lives and, oftentimes, neglected the lives of their children. Thirty-two-year-
old Aaliyah depicted this occurrence in her comments:
The more you’re in this bad relationship with a man, the more your life becomes 
his life. I mean that you live the lifestyle he lives. You are not going to be a 
responsible mother, taking care of her children, taking care of herself, with a man
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on drugs, with a man that’s gonna hit you, with a man that doesn’t care about you, 
with a man that stays out all night. It can’t happen... They eventually bring you 
down.
Naomi also spoke of the effects of being so immersed in the life of her batterer 
because of his controlling temperament:
Whenever I left my husband, it depersonalized me. I had no kind of personality.
I was bland... Very low self-esteem. No confidence in anything I did or said. If 
somebody asked me something, because I didn’t want to sound stupid, I’d say, “I 
don’t know.” If someone thought that I was stupid because I said that, then I was. 
He depersonalized me. He took everything that was me. He took that. I’m just 
now getting everything back. It’s almost like I’m rebuilding my body parts. 
Here’s an arm, a leg. I feel like I’m rebuilding myself. ‘Cause he took everything 
that my parents put into me that made me me. I used to laugh a lot. Stopped 
doing that. Used to smile, used to be happy. He took everything, just sucked me 
dry. Right now I’m building everything back up, slowly.
As evident in Helene, Aaliyah, and Naomi’s narratives, several of the women
recognized that they were experiencing depression as a result of continuous
mistreatment. Aside from personal appraisals identifying their depression, some of
the women were formally diagnosed as depressed by medical professionals and given
appropriate treatment. Even though Mariah has a degree in social work and is a
professional social worker, the 35-year-old was unable to recognize her own
depression until she considered the relationship in hindsight:
I didn’t realize how happy I was till I got married. That’s when the domestic 
violence took place... I thought, OK, maybe I did bring this on myself. I start 
getting depressed. I had never been depressed. I didn’t know what it was. I did 
not know what this was, crying and getting upset, gaining weight.
After she left her abusive relationship, Mariah continued to experience aftereffects 
from the abuse. She also contended with legal matters regarding her husband’s 
sexual abuse on their son, child custody issues, and her husband’s stalking. Mariah
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revealed: “They put me on Prozac and then I had to go on Zoloft. It was bad. I don’t 
know how I got out of bed. He was still calling and threatening. I cannot describe
Thirty-eight-year-old Leah described how her despair led her to contemplating
relinquishing custody of her children, as she did not feel she was adequately caring
for them because of their exposure to the abuse against her by her intimate partners:
I have a tendency to dump on myself a lot. “You’re not a good mom. You’re not 
a good person. Look at what you’re putting your kids through.” I thought about 
putting all of my kids up for adoption. I thought about turning them in to social 
services. I felt that my kids were better off without me. But through that 
experience, I think it could be so much worse. It’s bad enough being a single 
parent and trying to struggle your way out of an abusive relationship, and have a 
habit?
The depression several of the women suffered also resulted in a few
incidences of suicidal ideation and suicide attempts. Thirty-six-year-old Gloria
intended on committing suicide while she was in one of her four abusive relationships,
but was able to garner the strength to get help after her mental collapse:
I had hit the point where I had planned to kill myself. Go to Colorado Springs, 
check into a motel, and kill myself. I had all the money, I was headed to do that, 
but I didn’t. I wanted our relationship to get better... I didn’t go to Colorado 
Springs, I went and checked myself into the hospital. After I did that, they 
hooked me up with [a mental health agency].
Aaliyah described how she was at her happiest after she had gotten out of an abusi ve 
relationship and became a cadet at a police academy. In the meantime, she entered 
into what was to become her second abusive relationship. This second batterer was 
not only physically and verbally abusive, but often sabotaged her to where she was
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unable to get to the academy and had to eventually drop out. Aaliyah spoke of her
anguish and her resulting suicide attempt as a form of escape from the batterer:
After that it just kind of went downhill... I thought my life was over. I was in 
this relationship with this man, if I confronted him he was probably going to kick 
my butt. So I tried to kill myself. I took all these pills. As soon as I felt sick I 
called 9-1-1 and they came and got me. I was locked up in the hospital. I was in 
there for maybe a week.
In their examination of the lifetime abuse of African American battered 
women and their mental health, Ramos, Carlson, and McNutt (2004) identified that 
“although abuse is a stressor in and of itself it is not the only stressor associated with 
reduced mental health... For abused Black women, social expectations about being 
strong, cautious about not calling attention to the violence of their partners, and 
valuing group over individual preservation may pose additional sources of stress” (p. 
162). The analysis of the experiences of the women in my study is consistent with 
their conclusions. The abuse was yet another form of hardship the respondents had to 
manage in their daily and lifelong undertakings. As demonstrated here, some of the 
participants’ had difficulty with emotionally recovering from the abuse meted out by 
intimate partners.
SUBSTANCE ABUSE AND EATING DISORDERS
Rogers et al. (2003) reported that though there has been growing research on 
the connection between substance addiction and batterers’ abusive behaviors, 
virtually no research has been conducted on battered women’s abuse of alcohol and 
other drugs. One of the few studies addressing this research question was directed by 
Schafer, Caetano, and Cunradi (2004). They determined that the effect of alcohol use
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on intimate partner violence among Black couples, by both women and men and 
victims and batterers, was stronger than among White and Latina/o couples. Swan 
and Snow (2003) found that battered women who fought their attackers at a lesser 
rate than women considered to be the main aggressors had high and harmful use of 
alcohol. Interestingly, in their study of newlywed couples, Testa, Quigley, and 
Leonard (2003) determined that when violent husbands had been drinking alcohol, 
the relationships exhibited more mutually abusive events. That is, the women 
became more physically aggressive when their husbands were under the influence of 
alcohol. A research finding particularly related to my study sample is that determined 
by Jasinski, Williams, and Siegel (2000), who found that multiple incidents of child 
sexual abuse is a predictor of heavy alcohol use in women’s adulthood. Finally, 
Burke et al. (2001) concluded that using drugs prolongs battered women’s 
acknowledgement that the abuse is a problem.
Many of the women in my study found themselves overusing and abusing 
alcohol and other drugs. Some began to use on their own as a result of the abuse, 
others began to use at the urging of their abusers, and still others began to abuse drugs 
during their childhoods and their use was exacerbated as a result of being abused by 
their intimates later in their lives. A few of the respondents also mentioned their 
addictions revolving around food; typically referring to overeating. With each of 
these cases, their dependencies were a form of escapism, which allowed them to 
better “deal” with the abuse. Fifty-two-year-old Cicely depicted this in the 
description of her alcohol indulgence: “I drank to not to deal with the problems. The 
men, the husbands that would say I’m stupid, ‘You’re nothing, you’re ugly,’ or hit me.
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So I drank.” Forty-three-year-old Tammy described the motivation for her drug,
alcohol, and food addictions in this way: “You get so used to being abused that you
abuse yourself. I abused myself overeating, over-drinking.”
Regrettably, even after an abusive relationship was dissolved, some of the
women continued with their substance abuse and eating disorders. Sam continued to
struggle with her drug and alcohol addiction that peaked during the last of her five
abusive relationships. The 38-year-old had made efforts in the past to seek assistance
to cease her drug use, but, at the time of the interview, relied on her own volition, her
faith (Islam), and her husband to help keep her sober:
I was tired of doing the drugs and living the way we were living. After a while, 
you could tell, What are you guys doing with your money? Never had anything to 
eat. I went from 125 pounds to 99 pounds. I safety-pinned up my clothes just to 
keep ‘em on. My mom was the one that took me to [the drug rehabilitation 
center], I stayed eight months of a two-year program. Then I just couldn’t take it 
no more. It seemed like a cult to me... I stayed clean, and when I got out I stayed 
clean for almost a year. Then I started drinking again. I don’t do crack or weed, 
but I still have an occasional beer. Now that my husband is out [of prison], I’m * 
working on that. He doesn’t like that. Every time I get the urge to drink, I let him 
know, and he says, “No, come on, let’s pray.” Then I get a little attitude.’.. I’m 
like, man, if I could just sneak off. Then it’s like, it doesn’t matter. If I sneak off 
from him, God’s still gonna see me. And I’m still gonna know. I might be good 
now, but then after I drink it’s like, dang, I had all these months of sobriety and I 
just let it go for that one little moment. I’m working on that. No drinking, no 
gambling, no smoking or anything of that nature. He doesn’t do any of that. He 
used to before he became a Muslim, but he doesn’t do that any more.
Forty-two-year-old Billie also chronicled her struggle with drug addiction 
after the conclusion of one of her abusive relationships:
It seemed like I was smoking [crack] even worse then. I decided, I’ll just stay by 
myself, just me and the kids. Then I lost my Section 8... I didn’t pay the rent. 
Then I started sleeping with the dope man. I would let him come over and sell his 
dope and cook his dope in my house as long as he paid my rent and my phone bill 
and stuff like that. What I forgot to ask is, “What about food?” Because we 
never hardly had food. I was a vampire. I’d stay up all night and I’d sleep all day.
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I would sell my food stamps... I just kept doing the drugs and kept doing the 
drugs. It got so bad I’d wake up in the morning and instead of thinking, “What 
am I gonna fix the kids for breakfast?” I used to wake up thinking, “Who’s gonna 
be my victim? Who am I gonna get today?” I used to go on Colfax42 and meet 
guys and be like, “We’re gonna have sex.” I’d snatch their money and run.
Things like that. It was horrible. It got so bad that it was just terrible.
Regarding Billie’s substance abuse, a notable incident took place during the 
interview stage of my research. A day after setting an interview appointment with 
Billie and a week prior to the actual interview, Billie telephoned me in great despair 
and in desperate need of assistance. She phoned while at her home, where she said 
her common-law husband and teenaged son were verbally abusing her. In fact, I 
could hear these men yelling at Billie and her son eventually picked up the phone to 
inform me that “everything’s all right. She’s OK.” When I spoke with Billie, I found 
it difficult to understand her, as she slurred many of her words, making 
incomprehensible statements. I believed that she was possibly under the influence of 
alcohol or other drugs, but, and more importantly, I determined that there was indeed 
some form of significant discord occurring in the home and against Billie.43 I asked 
Billie if she felt she was in imminent danger (for her physical well-being) and she 
contended that she was not, but that I was the only person she knew to call. This 
declaration by Billie supports the analysis in previous chapters that African American 
women are unaware of or do not feel comfortable in seeking assistance with the abuse 
being perpetrated against them. It was both poignant and revealing, that I, a
42 Colfax is a main avenue stretching through Denver and two adjacent cities. Much of Colfax is
notorious for “vice” activity such as prostitution and drug dealing.
44 My 10 years of prior experience as a practitioner in the criminal processing system working with 
convicted offenders in various positions (e.g., as a counselor, a probation officer, etc.) afforded me the 
ability and confidence to address this situation with Billie.
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researcher who Billie had only spoken to on the phone on one occasion, was her 
source for dealing with her victimization.
I confirmed the happenings in the home at that time with Billie’s adult 
daughter, who I had spoken with the day before when Billie called to set an 
appointment to participate in the study. (Billie’s daughter wanted to contribute to the 
study, as well, but did not meet the participant criteria.) After Billie returned to the 
phone to speak with me, she insisted that she needed to talk to someone. Though it 
was well beyond the scope of my research and certainly not approved by the Human 
Research Committee of the University of Colorado at Boulder to conduct any form of 
counseling with the women, I made the decision to simply conduct my interview with 
Billie that day, instead of the following week as originally planned, and provide her 
with referrals for social service agencies. Billie and I agreed to have her daughter 
drive her to a convenience store near their home, where I would meet them a couple 
hours after the phone call. However, the two did not show and I was subsequently 
unable to reach Billie by phone for several days. I had no last name for Billie at that 
time, no complete address, and only a wireless phone number; so I was unable to 
even contact police to conduct a welfare check on the home and could only hope that 
nothing grave resulted from the verbal altercation.
Fortunately, the day before Billie’s originally scheduled interview with me, 
she contacted me to confirm the appointment. I verified that Billie was safe, but she 
did not offer any explanation about the incident or why she did not meet me at the 
convenience store until I met with her for the interview. It was then that I learned of 
Billie’s extensive history of drug and alcohol use and her continued struggles with
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alcohol addiction. Essentially, even though abuse undoubtedly occurred when she 
called me the week before, Billie had been heavily intoxicated with alcohol. She did 
not wish for me to provide her with any social services resources to assist her with the 
abuse and her alcohol and drug addiction. Billie expressed that she was proud that 
she had not drank since the day of her frantic call to me a week before and we both 
wished out loud for her continued strength in combating her alcohol abuse and the 
emotional abuse sometimes perpetrated by her husband and son.
PHYSICAL HEALTH
Existing research has identified some of the physical health problems resulting 
from intimate partner violence (e.g., Campbell & Soeken, 1999; Jones et al., 2003; 
Schollenberger et ah, 2003). In her comparison between battered Black women and 
battered White women, Richie (1996) discovered that the Black women suffered from 
more severe physical abuse than the White women. In their comparison between 
battered and non-battered primarily middle-class African American women, 
Schollenberger et ah (2003) found that the abused women exhibited more central 
nervous system, gastrointestinal, and gynecological problems, as well as hypertension 
and sexually transmitted diseases. The battered Black women also had more visits to 
hospital emergency rooms than the non-battered Black women. Because of the 
ruthless and unremitting assaults on the participants in my study, they, too, suffered 
immediate and enduring physical health problems. Forty-three-year-old Danielle 
expounded on these detrimental effects of violence, when she described the physical 
health problems she has and still suffers from as a result of her abusive relationships:
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He beat me up really bad. I’d been hospitalized four or five times. Right now I 
got neuropathy from him hitting me in my head so much. It’s a blood and 
nervous disease. Because he hit me in my head so much the nerves in my body 
just shut down... I’ve had broken ribs, broken arm, knocked out teeth.
Wendy, 51 years old, was one of the many other participants with a harrowing
story of the damaging consequences of physical assault. Wendy had to seek medical
care due to her health problems while she was overseas on a military base where her
husband was stationed:
When I went there I was 280 pounds. I went from 280 pounds to 130 pounds. 
That’s how stressed I was. They told me...that I had got so sick, stress was 
killing me, that they had put me in the hospital... I had rib injuries -  old rib 
injuries -  where he had beat me and he cracked my ribs, and stuff. I didn’t know 
that until they did the x-ray... They asked me had I ever been physically abused. 
Of course I lied, said “No.” The doctor said, “Yes, you have.” I said, “Well, no 1 
haven’t.” I denied it all to cover him, once again. They kept me there for two 
months...
EFFECT OF ABUSE ON SUBSEQUENT RELATIONSHIPS
Being in relationships with abusive men undoubtedly affected the 
participants’ outlooks on subsequent intimate relationships. The women continuously 
questioned why they remained in the relationships, why they found themselves in 
multiple abusive relationships, and if they were ever going to be in healthy 
relationships or be able to “choose” non-battering men as intimate companions. 
Through reflection most of the women were able to start finding the answers to some 
of these queries. For example, Aaliyah discovered, “It was just recently that I finally 
realized what my whole problem was. I wanted a man to accept me, and whatever it 
took, I would do it.” This final section of the chapter addresses these concerns among
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the participants, looking specifically at subsequent and current relationships and the 
women’s decisions to remain free of sexual interaction or free of intimate 
companionship.
Current Relationships
The relationships occurring after the first abusive relationship or at the time of 
the interviews sometimes still involved abusive elements. In other situations, the 
women had concerns with trusting men they dated or wanted to date and exhibited 
behaviors that would seemingly protect them from further “heartache” and physical 
harm. Lastly, a select few of the participants were able to become involved in healthy 
relationships.
Though Billie recognized there was emotional abuse in the relationship she
was in at the time of the interview, as depicted in the tale of my interactions with her
in the previous section, she still appreciated her union with this man:
I just thank God that I met [my current husband]. We done had our little 
arguments and our little go-between, but he found out, “She hits back.” So we 
don’t have that any more... I’ve been through enough. After that, he never tried 
to hit me again or anything, but he does talk a lot of stuff. Sometimes it hurts me. 
I’d rather for him to talk stuff than hit me. But it’s still verbal abuse. And I 
verbal abuse him, too... If somebody hit me now, I’d beat the holy crap out of 
them. I wouldn’t even think about it twice. The only thing that I got out of these 
relationships was how to be tough. Don’t let people push you around. Don’t let 
‘em just talk to you any kind of way.
In Chapter Six, I described how at the beginning of abusive relationships 
many of the women attempted to be the ideal wife by accommodating the needs of 
their abusive mates. Most of the participants no longer subscribed to this type of 
thinking, but for Sam, as she was trained about men’s and women’s roles in 
relationships during her youth, she preferred this traditional conviction to
316
relationships. Some of this may be related to Sam’s religious practice, which is Islam.
I also speculate that Sam’s point of view on wanting to have the man in the
relationship control the affairs in the relationship has to do with wanting to get some
respite from being the Strong Black Woman who must maintain the household and
care for her husband and children, as well as work outside of the home to secure the
financial stability of the household:
I was taught that you have to be the perfect little woman. Keep your mouth shut. 
The man is the boss. The man is the head of the household. What he says, goes.
In the situation I’m in right now, I can live with that. Where there’s a man of the 
house. He goes to work. He makes the money. He comes home and he gives me 
his check. He asks me, “Can I get 10 dollars?” I pay the bills. I do the 
housekeeping. I do everything in the house, cooking, cleaning, and washing.
That’s how my grandma raised me. If you just be quiet, the man is the man and 
you’re supposed to stay in the woman’s place, cook and clean and have kids.
As with Sam, many other respondents’ lack of trust in men began to be formulated 
during their childhoods when they observed the way some of the men in their families 
and communities behaved badly. Further, an additional set of women began to 
mistrust men as a direct result of their abusive relationships. Though Naomi was able 
to establish a relationship with a non-abusive male mate, she still exhibited issues of 
mistrust because of her four previous abusive relationships. She spoke of how her 
current companion saw that her lack of trust was negatively affecting her establishing 
relationships with healthy individuals: “My boyfriend let me see recently that good 
people would come into my life and I would push them away because I didn’t think I 
deserved it. I still think that, ‘You could do better than me.’” Regrettably, 54-year- 
old Michelle’s issues with trust were manifested in a past behavior of being 
romantically associated with men who were married to other women:
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For a long time, to be honest, I started going out with married men. Married men 
can’t control single women. Married men have obligations to their families.
They might want to control, but they really can’t. And that was real convenient. 
They was not around when I didn’t want them around. There were ways in which 
they could not impact my life.
Forty-four-year-old Yolanda had been in a common-law non-abusive relationship for
several years (and was still with this husband at the time of the interview), but was
barely getting to the point of allowing herself to be more trusting with others:
I’ve already been raised once. You can’t beat me into doing what you want me to 
do. I’m grown. If the relationship is like that, then you don’t need to be together. 
It took a long time for me to open up and really love and trust someone. I always 
had this barrier up so if something happened I wouldn’t have any emotional ties, I 
could just leave. It took a long time for me to break down this wall that I had 
built up.
Fortunately, as in Naomi’s case, a few of the women had been able to secure
healthy companionships. Twenty-eight-year-old Isis focused on how her behaviors
have affected the outcome of her relationship:
I’m in a relationship now. He’s a good guy. I actually finally met a good guy. I 
didn’t carry too much of that excess into this relationship, because I know this is a 
new person, new day. One thing I learned is that you get treated how you allow 
yourself to be treated. If you put yourself in the line of fire you’re going to get 
shot. I learned that real fast. So far, so good.
Aaliyah spoke of how she was finally starting to feel good about herself now that she 
is finally with a caring husband:
I wasn’t happy with myself. But being with him, I was free to feel however I 
wanted to feel about me, not worrying about what my man’s doing. Now I’m 
able to think about me, think about my kids, my life, what I want to do. The first 
thing I wanted to do was lose weight... [But my husband] doesn’t understand. A 
lot of people from Africa, they’re not really as conscious about a woman’s weight, 
So he couldn’t comprehend it. I had to break it down to him. I said health is one 
of the reasons. And period, in America, you’re not supposed to be real fat. He
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couldn’t understand it. He said, “To me, a woman is a woman.” That’s as far as 
it went.
Celibacy and Choosing to Be Alone
For various reasons, but all relating to past abusive relationships, many of the
women had chosen to be celibate or be single. After discontinuing abusive
relationships, a few of the women made conscious efforts to not become involved
with any male intimate partners until their children were adults, as they did not want
to take the chance of bringing another batterer into the home. Namely, they sacrificed
their own desires for heterosexual companionship for the sake of their children.
Thirty-three-year-old Victoria spoke to this when she stated, “It’s hard to date now
that I’ve got this kid. Guys around her and showing her bad relationships. I’d rather
wait until she’s older. I can wait. Every relationship I seem to get in is really bad.”
Forty-eight-year-old Olivia’s abusive relationships took place when her only child
was an infant and after he left the home when he became an adult. She said:
I didn’t have too many relationships when I was raising him because of the fact 
that of wanting him to have morals, and not sleeping outside of marriage. Just 
some southern, old-fashioned ways that I was brought up with. I never wanted 
him to feel he had to compete with another man for his love. Or I never wanted to 
have a man being abusive to my son.
Aside from her adult daughter, Keisha (a study participant), Leah has three minor
children. After several abusive relationships and noting the effects they can have on
the children, particularly since Keisha became involved in similar relationships, Leah
has chosen to stay alone at this time in her life. Leah stated:
I get lonely, but not lonely enough to want to take another chance at bringing 
some sort of predator into me and my kids’ life... It ain’t worth it to have a man. 
I’d rather be alone for the rest of my life and try to fix what I’ve done to my kids.
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Right now, granted, everything I’m doing, I’m doing for my kids, but at least I 
have a reason. Let me tell you, if I was by myself, I would have me a man, I 
would. He’d probably be all fucked up, but I would... I got to show my daughter 
that you don’t have to be with a man that treats you like shit.
Leah then elaborated on how the abuse had affected her belief that she could choose a 
“good man”:
Through all that, I don’t trust the choices that I’m making now. Vic didn’t drink, 
Vic didn’t do drugs, and he was the worst out of all of them! He was the worst! 
What am I gonna pick next? A child molester to molest my baby? I don’t trust 
my judgment. I thought Vic was godsend ‘cause I’d been praying for the Lord to 
bring me a good, godly man. He was a preacher. He played drums, sung in the 
church choir, was involved in his church. And he was the absolute worst. I lost 
everything.. .behind him. Not to mention what it done to me mentally... I didn’t 
trust myself going to the grocery store. I wouldn’t buy the right things. I didn’t 
trust myself going out to buy new clothes because I would buy the wrong [thing],
I didn’t trust my judgment when it came to anything. I’m scared. I’m scared 
today. I’m scared to have a man in my life. Because I’m scared of what I’m 
gonna pick up. I’m not a bad person. I treat people the way I like for people to 
treat me. I’m a good person. I have wonderful kids. And I’m mortified because 
next time I may not be so lucky.
Eighteen-year-old Keisha spoke of her reason for remaining single after the
abusive relationship she was in when she was 16 years old: “I don’t have boyfriends.
I mean, I have guy friends, but I don’t have relationships after that... I just can’t have
a relationship with anybody right now because I’m trying to concentrate on college. I
haven’t been in a relationship since that happened.” Michelle was taking a long
respite from male companionship in order to focus on the happiness she can produce
within herself, particularly after her spell of purposely selecting married men as mates:
I gradually came to a point where I decided, I’ve really got to learn to love myself. 
And I can’t do that with anybody else. I have to do that one-on-one. There’s 
nobody in my life now. I’ve been celibate a number of years. I don’t miss it 
because my life is so full and I’m so happy with my life. I’m not needy on that 
level. Of course it’d be nice to have somebody if the right person came along.
And it’s also nice not having somebody.
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Lastly, 22-year-old Ebony, who had chosen not to date at the time I spoke 
with her, discussed her lack of trust of not only men as intimate partners, but of men 
in general:
I just don’t trust people the way I should. It takes me a while to know the person. 
They 11 be like, “I just wanted to try to get to know you.” I’m sitting over here 
like, “Yeah, right.” So I think I need to trust people more. Trust is gold. I just 
don’t trust no dude; from my brother to my stepdad, my uncle, my cousins. I 
don’t trust no dude. Even the men in my family... I’ll pull a weapon on any of 
the dudes, too. They’re all the same... My stepdad, he never, ever put his hands 
on my mom, but I’m not going to exclude him from the category.
SUMMARY
The participants undeniably continued to cope with the consequences of being 
emotionally and physically harmed by their intimate partners. The women’s mental 
and physical health was dramatically affected as an immediate result of abuse, but 
there was also lingering evidence of the tragedy of being in abusive relationships. 
Unhealthy coping techniques that were utilized by some of the women included 
substance use and overeating that oftentimes developed into addictions or led to 
suicide attempts. Many of the participants continued to deal with low self-esteem and 
the struggle to improve how they felt about themselves.
The participants also faced challenges with trusting men, including potential 
mates, male family members, and men they interacted with in ordinary daily activities. 
This trust anxiety often affected how the women behaved in even healthy, non- 
abusive relationships and oftentimes prompted the women to choose to be without an 
intimate companion and/or free of sexual relations. This choice to remain alone
321
seemed to be a very beneficial way for the women to regain or build a positive self- 
worth that will aid in continued recovery from abuse.
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CHAPTER 11
MULTIPLICATIVE RESISTANCE: A THEORETICAL CONCEPTION OF 
BATTERED BLACK WOMEN’S LIVED EXPERIENCES AND 
PERCEPTIONS OF SELF
INTRODUCTION
A Black woman who’s dealing with not only issues of her dating violence, but all 
the other packages of all the other stuff that Black people go through... She has 
that baggage plus the baggage of her domestic violence. I use myself as an 
example. I was dealing with the issues of being Black, a descendant of Black 
people that have been enslaved, being a person displaced from their country, 
dealing with incest of my dad, dealing with rape, with depression and suicide. 
How the hell are you supposed to get out from under? And you’re Black, too! 
And I think I had more variables than some Black women. For some people it’s 
easy to say “Maybe I deserved it. Maybe I did wrong by fighting back. Maybe I 
was too strong...” You’re also trying to raise kids, and the kids become the 
priority instead of you. You don’t even take a chance to heal because you’re too 
busy taking care of everybody else. And that’s what you’re supposed to do... I 
think for Black women it’s harder. They deal with imaginary expectations as well 
as real expectations.
Laura, age 42
In describing their life stories, the participants were asked to articulate how 
they believed they and their circumstances were different from other women. The 
women compared themselves to battered and non-battered women, typically using 
White women as their comparison base. A general and significant trend emerged 
early on in the process of data collection, similar to that depicted in Laura’s narrative 
above. Laura’s anecdote eloquently describes the scope of this chapter, which draws 
attention to the women’s multiplicative identity along with their circumstance as a 
“battered woman.”
As I reported in Chapter Three on the research method, I introduced the line 
of questioning that resulted in the trend analyzed in this chapter after my first
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interview with 41-year-old Paula. In describing her life experiences, Paula 
acquainted me to the potential importance of battered Black women’s perceptions of 
themselves and their perceptions of White women, including those who have been 
battered. Hence, subsequent to Paula’s interview, I added a question to the interview 
schedule to address this topic. Specifically, the women were asked, “What do you 
think are the differences between Black women and White women?” The women’s 
self-depictions and descriptions of other Black women overwhelmingly included the 
use of the term “Strong Black Woman,” while White women and battered White 
women were often described as “weak.” Essentially, in most cases, “Black woman” 
was synonymous with “strong woman.” In this chapter I provide the analysis of the 
participants’ views of themselves, particularly in the context of how they viewed 
other women. I highlight the complexities of the Strong Black Woman moniker, as 
mentioned throughout the preceding pages of this dissertation. I culminate the 
analysis with a theoretical explanation of battered Black women’s identity and 
experiences as built on throughout the previous chapters. The participants’ comments 
on their life experiences typically intertwined gender, race, and class. This is 
evidence of the view of Black women as individuals with a “multiplicative identity” 
(Cleaver, 1997; Collins, 2000; Gordon, 1987; Guy-Sheftall, 1995; King, 1988; Hull, 
Bell Scott, & Smith, 1982; Smith, 1983; Terrelonge, 1984; Wing, 1997, 2003). 
However, the women were also acutely aware that race often trumped gender when 
viewed by non-Blacks (Cleaver, 1997; hooks, 1989). This theoretical model 
presented at the conclusion of the chapter, which I have entitled multiplicative 
resistance, links the varied, as well as similar experiences of battered Black women to
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provide improved understanding of their encounters with and reactions to the violent 
events in their lives and the existing support networks.
PERCEPTIONS OF OTHER BATTERED WOMEN
The participants’ perspectives about other woman and how some of these 
women handled intimate partner violence were formed based on several sources. 
First, general interaction with other women of color and White women served as 
some foundation for the participants’ opinions. This interaction was with women 
they encountered in daily associations within their communities. The extent of 
interaction with White individuals varied greatly among the participants. The 
respondents were raised in and lived in many types of communities, ranging from 
rural, mostly-White towns to highly populated metropolitan neighborhoods that were 
predominantly Black and Latina/o. None of the women were completely isolated 
from daily interactions with Whites. Another source for scrutinizing differences and 
similarities between Black women and White women was via the media. Celebrated 
women in news media and dramatic television shows were the typical sources. 
However, the participants were aware that portrayals of White women, as well as of 
Black women, are often presented by the media in a stereotypical manner (Bell, 1999; 
Jewell, 1993). Lastly, several of the participants had extensive interaction with 
battered White women through their crime-processing system and social services 
experiences, including staying in battered women’s shelters, and from their 
employment or voluntary work experiences that had them working directly with 
battered women. The participants with these direct encounters provided more
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extensive statements about battered White women’s experiences with and responses 
to intimate partner violence.
The comments made by the participants and presented throughout this section, 
as well as in the remainder of the chapter, were provided by a diverse selection of the 
women. That is, regardless of education level, socioeconomic status, and age or 
generation, the participants tended to view their status as Black women in U.S. 
society as compared to White women’s status. But for some participants, when 
initially posed the question about differences between women based on ethnicity or 
race, they denied any differences. Interestingly, though, as they progressed through 
their answers and thought process, they all identified distinctions.
The general consensus among the participants about White women was 
demonstrated by Billie, a 42-year-old who was raised in low-income status: “I think 
White women, they’ ve got it so easy and Black women don’t.” The participants 
undoubtedly understood the gender disparities within society, where all women are in 
a devalued position compared to men (hooks, 2000a). Consistent with Black feminist 
scholars, however, they also overwhelmingly believed that they were at an even 
greater disadvantage than White women due to their race (Cleaver, 1997; Collins, 
1996, 2000; Gordon, 1987; Guy-Sheftall, 1995; hooks, 2000a; Hull, Bell Scott, & 
Smith, 1982; King, 1988; Smith, 1983; Terrelonge, 1984; Wing, 1997, 2003).
Further, though understanding the place in which they, as Black women, are situated 
in the general social order and in relation to men in their immediate communities, the 
participants consistently conveyed that they had a stronger conviction than White 
women in resisting the patriarchal hierarchy (Wallace, 1979).
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Paula, who was raised middle-class and began attending college a few years
prior to my interview with her, demonstrated the greater attempts that Black women
must make because of the lack of resources (hooks, 2000a; Wallace, 1979). If
strength was attributed to White women it was in the context of their established
position in the social order, as described by Paula:
I think more so, not all, but some White families as being more intact than a lot of 
Hispanic and Black families... A lot of times their moms and dads are working 
individuals, are teachers, lawyers, doctors, their grandparents probably are, too. 
The things they are coming from is a stronger base. Having someone to talk to 
them about, “What’s your plan?” Maybe they never get off course and stumble 
and go into these little diversions and never have to jump some of these hurdles 
that Hispanic families and some Black people start out with. One mother, a 
couple aunts over here, maybe a grandmother still alive, and it’s a weaker base 
from the get-go. It’s more stressful. So when I’m down at campus, I think of the 
women in the classes as the majority of them probably coming from a stronger 
base from the get-go... A lot of the White kids are coming from high schools that 
are preparing them earlier than a lot of these schools in the public school 
system... I look at a lot of the women, especially the younger ones, and they’re 
coming in already prepared. They’re coming in from a different place from the 
get-go.
Forty-three-year-old Danielle recognized the similarities in the forms of abuse 
meted out on women by male batterers, but she, too, realized there may be life 
differences due to varying life-chances based on race. When Danielle was asked if 
she detected any differences between herself and the other women (i.e., White women) 
in the battered women’s shelters she stayed in, she shared, “We was all in the same 
boat. They have a different story to tell, but it’s all the same, you’re getting your ass 
kicked.” In the subsections that follow, I provide a categorization of the perceptions 
constructed by the participants about battered White women. Their assessments were 
generally presented in the framework of the White women’s lack of vitality when 
faced with adversity, as compared to the resilience and resistance the participants
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exhibited. The respondents imparted interpretations about White women in various 
areas of intimate partner victimization: (1) remaining in abusive intimate relationships; 
(2) relying on the batterer; (3) retaliating against batterers; and (4) levels of emotional 
strength.
Staying in Abusive Relationships
In Richie’s (1996) comparison of battered White women and battered Black
women, she found that the White women left their abusive relationships sooner than
the Black women, and as a result were victims of less abuse. However, consensus
among the participants in my study was that White women stayed in the relationships
longer. Angie, a 39-year-old who was in low-income socioeconomic status from
childhood through to the time of the interview, did not utilize battered women’s
shelter care or any other service programs for battered women. Angie’s deduction on
the differences between battered women by race was based on her general knowledge
about White women and the representations of these women in television programs:
I think White women just stay there like I did. It depends on the person. It’s hard 
to say, Black or White. ‘Cause I stayed, and I didn’t think I would. But I think 
White women stay more and I think they get messed up more, but that’s just 
maybe ‘cause I watch too much TV.
Angie’s account provided an insightful perspective into the often stereotypical images 
presented in television programming on the portrayal of Black and White women. 
Billie’s perception was also based on media representations. She stated that White 
women will “put up with a little bit more. They’ll go with an abusive guy for 17, 18 
years. Most Black women won’t put up with it that long, I don’t think.” Other 
participants’ observations were more resolute than Angie’s and Billie’s remarks.
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Cicely’s opinion was based on her personal commitment to educating herself on the
social injustices involving African Americans. The 52-year-old offered the following
comparison between battered White women and battered Black women regarding the
length of time these women remain in abusive relationships:
A Black woman is more likely to leave. A Black woman will be in a relationship 
five years. She’s more likely to get out of that one way or another. Where the 
White woman, she’ll stay in there 20 and 30 years before she either kill him or 
she get killed.
Forty-seven-year-old Vanessa’s observations derived from her experiences when she
volunteered in a battered women’s shelter after getting out of her abusive relationship:
“What I noticed is that the Black women would not put up with it as long as the
White women would.” Fifty-four-year-old Michelle had a master’s degree and was
employed in a domestic violence related position at the time of the interview, where
she had regular contact with battered women. Accordingly, she possessed several
professional, educated, and personal interpretations. Though she had interactions
with battered women in a professional capacity, it is notable that her comments
resemble those of the participants above. Like the others, Michelle relayed that
White women are trapped in abusive relationships longer than Black women and
provided her reasoning for this outlook:
I find White victims are far more passive, they are far more likely to take it for a 
longer period of time, and they don’t identify, they don’t internalize that strength 
that is needed to break away. Of course, that’s a generalization. That’s not every 
White victim. But the White women that I encounter just in daily life just 
incorporate [abuse] into their world and go on, and that amazes me.
Michelle’s comment that battered White women do not internalize the 
strength to allow them to free themselves from the relationships and that battered
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Black women do utilize this strength was echoed by Mariah, who is a social worker. 
Because her position involved working with families in need, 35-year-old Mariah had 
numerous interactions with battered women. She identified an additional, as well as 
harrowing, aspect of battered Black women that still puts them at risk of further 
intimate partner abuse even though they do not stay in the relationships as long as 
White women:
I must say the White women stayed in it. I remember that right away. They 
stayed with their husbands. They somehow claimed that they worked it out and 
worked through it. The Black women, no, they think they’re handling it... They 
continue getting into unhealthy relationships... Most of them don’t stay. But 
they do keep hopping into other unhealthy relationships.
Mariah’s perception is supported by the analysis presented in Chapter Six, 
where I reported that 75% of the participants were in two or more abusive 
relationships. Perhaps Billie’s analysis can begin to aid in understanding this 
phenomenon. Billie offered her analysis about White women in the context of 
interracial relationships. She discussed how White women in relationships with 
Black men will tolerate more than Black women with Black men would: “Things that 
Black women wouldn’t put up with [White women] will.” Also, the description of 
the participants’ reasoning for their batterers’ abusive behaviors (outlined in Chapter 
Five) can assist in providing explanation for the women’s encounters with multiple 
abusive relationships. Further, it can be speculated that Black women find their way 
out of these relationships quicker, but they are not closely evaluating their situations 
when they leave and thus find themselves in similar relationships.
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Based on their interactions and other familiarities with battered White women,
the participants perceived that the White women were more reliant on batterers than
battered Black women. During her group counseling experience targeted specifically
for victims of intimate partner violence, 48-year-old Olivia, who was raised middle-
class, said of the White women in the group: “They became dependent on [the
batterers]. They felt women couldn’t survive without a man. I could never figure it
out.” Vanessa found in her work with White and Black women in the battered
women’s shelter that the women would say, ‘“Nobody would want me, I don’t know
how to take care of myself.’” She concluded: “It’s called brainwashing, propaganda,
whatever you want to call it. I’d think, ‘Don’t believe it. Get out of there, get out on
your own... ’ Some of [the Black women] were like that, too, but not as much.”
Fifty-one-year-old Wendy was raised middle-class and was working-class
during her abusive relationship (her husband was in the military) and at the time of
her interview. She gained her opinion about the differences between battered White
women and battered Black women during her stay in a battered women’s shelter:
[The White women] were scared to go out and venture out on their own, “I can’t 
do it. I have to go back to him.” They were used to being pampered. Living the 
good life, but taking the abuse behind closed doors. They were scared to step out 
and do for themselves. Give up what they would call the good life, as far as 
material things. I didn’t care about the material things. If I had it, I had it. If I 
didn’t, I’ll get it. That’s what I was focused on. Me being different from them 
was they had it all. They didn’t want to give up that nice livin’ to live in a shelter 
like this. To live in a one-bedroom apartment, not have nice furniture, have to 
have used furniture. They wasn’t used to that. So they’d rather go back and take 
the abuse and send their kids through hell than to go out and stand up on their 
own two feet. When we had group meetings and we’d talk about things like this 
and that’s all I heard from all of them. I was like, “Oh, no, honey, you need to get 
over yourself. You ran away because you didn’t like it. You need to stand up on 
your own two feet. I’m gonna stand up on my own two feet. I’m gonna succeed
Relying on the Batterer
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anyway that I can. I’m gonna succeed. And I’m gonna show my girls that there’s 
a better life out there than to have to hang on to some man to beat you just so you 
can have material things. Get over it.” That’s the way I look at it. That’s why 
[the counselor] took me to the side and said, “You’re gonna be a strong woman.”
Clearly, the belief that battered White women are more reliant on their 
batterers than battered Black women is ostensibly peculiar since all of the participants 
remained in the relationships to a certain extent. But this view must be considered in 
the context of how Black women experience intimate partner violence and their 
activities during the relationships. Many of the women’s discernments are rooted in 
the configuration of Black families that are frequently female single-headed 
households, where Black mothers often also serve the role of “father” (Wallace,
1979). Even if the participants were raised in two-parent households, they were 
acutely aware of this pattern of many Black families through their personal 
experiences with extended family members and basic knowledge of this occurrence. 
Overall, the participants reasoned that Black women, married or not, could effectively 
and successfully handle life on their own without the assistance of a male partner 
(Wallace, 1979).
Akin to the appraisal that battered White women are more dependent on men
than battered Black women, is the participants’ perception that they make greater
attempts at being equal with men than White women do (Wallace, 1979). Regarding
the Latina/o community, Olivia talked about her Latina friend and the Latina/o
culture regarding the roles of women and men:
I found out in their culture, and I never knew this until I hung out with them, that 
women are upstairs and the men are downstairs. You’re not allowed to interact 
when you’re at parties. I been there, I seen it... We always got to be separated.
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We can’t be their equal. If we want to be their equal, there’s something wrong 
with us. Then they want to get violent.
The women in this study clearly recognized that sexism by Black men toward 
Black women exists (hooks, 2000a; Lewis, 1983), but often considered themselves to 
be on equal status with men (Hudson-Weems, 1993; Richie, 1996). And in some 
instances, as demonstrated in Chapter Five when they felt pity for their Black male 
mates (also see Richie, 1996), the participants considered themselves stronger than 
their batterers because of the women’s endurance with abuse and their daily struggles 
as Black women in the United States (Wallace, 1979). Accordingly, the participants 
believed they were able to at least attempt to be equal with men as compared to White 
women, as supported by Richie’s (1996) comparison of Black women, battered Black 
women, and battered White women.
Talking and Fighting Back
In Chapter Seven I assessed the participants’ overwhelming response to abuse 
by batterers by employing the resistance endeavors of talking back and fighting back. 
The participants expounded on the level at which White women, in comparison to 
Black women, verbally and physically challenged their batterers. As rooted in their 
dealings with and exposure to battered White women, the participants believed White 
women to not be as vocal as Black women in abusive relationships. Vanessa’s 
volunteer experience at the shelter led her to the view that “White women were more 
submissive than the Black women during the times that they were in the abusive 
relationship. Passive. They were more passive. They won’t say nothin’, where a 
Black woman would speak anyway, a White woman wouldn’t.” Similarly, Olivia,
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who was raised middle-class, stated that “a lot of White women, they don’t stand up 
to their husbands.” She also spoke again about the relationship her Latina friends 
have with their Latino partners: “I’ve seen [the men] tell [the women] to go to their 
room. I said, ‘Go to your room? You’re a grown woman! Why do you have to go to 
your room? Talk back to your husband!’ She says, ‘If I don’t, he’ll try and fight me 
after everybody goes.’” The participants’ stance on “talking back” is supported by 
hooks (1989, p. 6) in her book Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking , 
where she argued:
Within feminist circles, silence is often seen as the sexist “right speech of 
womanhood” -  the sign of woman’s submission to patriarchal authority. This 
emphasis on woman’s silence may be an accurate remembering of what has taken 
place in the households of women from WASP [white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant] 
backgrounds in the United States, but in black communities (and diverse ethnic 
communities), women have not been silent. Their voices can be heard.
The participants’ opinions about battered White women’s propensity to 
physically retaliate against their batterers were similar to that of the tendency to talk 
back. Forty-three-year-old Jacqueline gained her opinion about the differences 
between battered White women and battered Black women during her stay in a 
battered women’s shelter. Her main conclusion was simply, but keenly stated: “The 
Black women fight back. The White women don’t fight back.” Cicely’s experience 
with battered women of different races elicited her prediction that “Black women are 
more likely to fight back a lot quicker than the White women. A White woman will 
get beat to the pulp, whereas a Black woman, she might get beat to the pulp, but the 
man is goin’ be beat halfway down, too.” This statement is supported by the analysis 
presented in Chapter Seven that most of the participants made valiant efforts to fight
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off their batterers. As with talking back, the participants viewed their efforts, as 
compared to those of battered White women, to be , therefore supporting 
battered Black women’s reluctance to view themselves as “victims” (hooks, 1989).
In opposition to this, the participants’ stories of battered White women were told in 
the context of viewing the White women as “victims” because of the respondents’ 
beliefs that White women do not make major efforts to defend themselves against the 
abuse.
Emotional Strength
In answering what they think the differences are between White and Black 
women, the participants significantly framed their answers from an emotional 
strength perspective (also see Washington, 2001), which was partly demonstrated 
throughout the previous three subsections. As a review of the previous chapters 
indicates, the subject of strength of battered Black women was prevalent throughout 
the participants’ life stories and as they described their association with intimate 
violence. Hence, when recounting what they knew or thought they knew about the 
lives of White women, the participants made many comparisons based on the adapted 
strength of Black women and the force exuded by Black women who are battered. 
This is evident in the earlier sections regarding the length of time the women remain 
in abusive relationships, reliance on the batterers and belief in women’s parity with 
men, and personal strategies to combat the abuse. Excerpts from the interviews with 
four participants of various upbringings and socioeconomic statuses are a sampling of 
the participants’ perceptions of White women’s strength as distinguished from that of 
Black women:
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I know that Black women in general have to fight harder.
I think Black women just have to put up with a lot more shit [than White women].
Black women are strong. They go through everything. From the time I could 
remember, Black women have been going through hell. White women have been 
pampered.
I think Black women are stronger. White women get more support, so they just 
look stronger. Their package looks better.
The participants’ perceptions of White women’s personal power are what led
to their conclusions presented in the preceding subsections for the reasons White
women respond to intimate partner violence the way they do. Michelle’s extended
experience with domestic violence victims allowed her to establish conclusions about
battered White women’s level of strength, taking into consideration White women’s
location in the U.S. societal hierarchy:
The differences that I’ve noticed, that are apparent to me, are the White women 
are really weak. They don’t see, they who are the second most privileged class in 
the world, do not see that they have options. They’re like, “Oh, but I can’t do that. 
How can you stand up?” They are also more attached to the material aspects of 
the situation, because he is a doctor, lawyer, Indian chief, because of the position, 
because of the money. It seems to me that they take more shit [from batterers] 
than women of color, or at least than I would... They seem to be more passive 
somehow. It’s odd that you ask that question, ‘cause this is something I’ve 
thought of a lot. I can’t figure it out. I mean, they can take some abuse. I said to 
one one day, I said, “Your ass has been kicked from here around the block. How 
can you tell me you’re not strong? If you can take the amount of abuse and be 
battered to the extent that you have, you’ve got to be strong. A lesser person 
would be dead. So how can you then say, ‘Oh, I’m so weak?”’ It just doesn’t 
make sense to me. (This was a personal conversation. I’d never say that to a 
victim at work in a professional setting.) She said, “You know, I never thought of 
it that way.” The White women I’ve dealt with have a perception that they are 
weak. It may be because you have a whole civilization catering to you. That may 
be a part of it... But their perception is that they are weak and powerless. And 
that’s amazing to m e... There’s a whole world out there doing your bidding and 
you don’t have to identify that strength and use it.
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Michelle’s narrative emphasized that Black women are forced to summon their inner 
strength in order to resist various sources and methods of abuse and domination on a 
regular basis. Conversely, many of the participants believed, as obvious in 
Michelle’s explanation, that White women do not have to call up their strength to the 
extent of Black women because White women are pampered, socialized as such, and, 
though they face sexism, are not confronted by the bevy of discriminatory and 
dominating acts imposed on Black women.
Further, Michelle’s comments offered insight into how many of the other 
participants viewed strength in their experiences with intimate abuse. The women 
equated strength with the ability to endure and survive an abusive relationship, hi 
part, this resiliency aided in raising the participants’ aptitude to empower themselves 
to be active in contending with the violence. Nevertheless, viewing the endurance of 
and retaliation against abuse as only a positive attribute may cause the women to 
ignore the emotional damage the abuse produced. Taking into consideration all of 
these life situations where strength is expected to be and often is actually used by 
Black women, the next section covers the intricacies associated with the concept of 
the Strong Black Woman and its connection to Black women who have been in 
violent relationships.
COMPLEXITIES OF THE “STRONG BLACK WOMAN” MAXIM
References to the Strong Black Woman can be found in academic or 
intellectual reports (e.g., Collins, 2000; hooks, 2001; Sudarkasa, 1996), fiction 
writings (Harris, 2001), poetry (e.g., Mataka, 2001), self-help resources (e.g., Gandy,
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1997; Neal-Barnett, 2003), popular print media (e.g., Morgan, 1999), and in the
entertainment domain, such as television programs (Ryan, 2004). In particular, there
are also references to the Strong Black Woman phenomenon in research on intimate
partner violence against Black women (Bell & Mattis, 2000; Kupenda, 1998; Ramos,
Carlson, & McNutt, 2004; Richie, 1996; Washington, 2001). Commentary on Black
women taking on the characteristics of the Strong Black Woman is presented from
both positive and negative stances. That is, scholars consider how appropriating this
image can either help or harm the individual Black woman. Angie identified some of
the characteristics of the Strong Black Woman, in which these positive and negative
aspects can be seen. She recognized how many Black women are able to single-
handedly manage a multitude of duties in their lives (i.e., the positive aspect), but
how taking on these countless responsibilities has the women ignoring or
undervaluing their need for emotional, financial, and other forms of assistance (i.e.,
the negative aspect):
I think that Black women are strong women and they take a lot. I’m including 
myself... I think they’re most likely to be head of the households and they have 
to run the family, keep things together, hold things together. Sometimes they 
gotta put theirselves on the back burner and take care of what needs to be taken 
care of and put theirselves second.
The Black woman as the Strong Black Woman is simultaneously a stereotype 
and a reality (Sudarkasa, 1996). Though Black women may possess strength, they are 
at the same time “devoid of power” (Sudarkasa, 1996, p. 296). Black women’s 
tendency to focus on being strong, which involves taking care of others through 
mothering and providing financial security (Sudarkasa, 1996), does not allow them to 
be seen or see themselves as being in need of emotional support (Neal-Barnett, 2003)
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or as “victims” of others’ misdeeds (hooks, 2000a). Gandy (1997) referred to the
concept of the Strong Black Woman as a “syndrome” in need of being cured. In
Michele Wallace’s (1979) controversial manuscript, Black Macho and the Myth of the
Superwoman, she provided a detailed and conflicting description of the image of the
Strong Black Woman, based on both an historical and a contemporary analysis.
Though parts of the description are not supported by present-day research, such as
Black women’s level of wealth and professional employment as compared to Black
men (Collins, 2000), the characterization is still useful. The description is extensive,
but it provides a characterization of the Strong Black Woman for the analysis
presented in this chapter:
Sapphire. Mammy. Tragic mulatto wench. Workhorse, can swing an ax, lift a 
load, pick cotton with any man. A wonderful housekeeper. Excellent with 
children. Very clean. Very religious. A terrific mother. A great little singer and 
dancer and a devoted teacher and social worker. She’s always had more 
opportunities than the Black man because she was no threat to the White man so 
he made it easy for her. But curiously enough, she frequently ends up on welfare. 
Nevertheless, she is more educated and makes more money than the Black man. 
She is more likely to be employed and more likely to be a professional than the 
Black man. And subsequently she provides the main support for the family. Not 
beautiful, rather hard looking unless she has White blood, but then very beautiful. 
The Black ones are exotic though, great in bed, tigers. And very fertile. If she is 
middle class she tends to be uptight about sex, prudish She is hard on and 
unsupportive of Black men, domineering, castrating. She tends to wear the pants 
around her house. Very strong. Sorrow rolls right off her brow like so much rain. 
Tough, unfeminine. Opposed to women’s rights movements, considers herself 
already liberated. Nevertheless, unworldly. Definitely not a dreamer, rigid, 
inflexible, uncompassionate, lacking in goals any more imaginative than a basket 
of fried chicken and a good fuck. (Wallace, 1979, pp. 106-107)
When the participants of my study spoke of the Strong Black Woman, they 
used the term or similar descriptions of Black women without leading questions 
posed by me. Sometimes they spoke on this issue while answering other indirectly-
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related questions, and other times it was in response to the question, “What do you 
think are the differences between Black women and White women?” When 
participants did not specifically describe themselves or certain other Black women as 
strong, they still viewed their actions in the context of strength. Such women were 
seen as failed Black women because they did not exhibit the Black woman’s assumed 
characteristic of strength. In the spirit of the ethnographic approach of research, 
where propositions are developed as the researcher is immersed in data collection and 
analysis (Lofland & Lofland, 1995), this was an area that was not anticipated to be a 
significant discovery. But as the interviews progressed I became aware of the 
importance of the image of the Strong Black Woman and its association with 
managing intimate partner violence due to the numerous references to the attribute. 
The analysis of this subject is presented in this section, which is divided into an 
assessment of the participants’ introductions to the Strong Black Woman during their 
formative years and the positive and negative outcomes of being a Strong Black 
Woman, particularly for Black women who have been or are currently in abusive 
unions.
Strong Black Mothers
Most of the women’s initiation to the Strong Black Woman undeniably began 
with observing their mothers and othermothers as they were growing up (Fishman, 
2002; Sudarkasa, 1996; Wallace, 1979).44 African American criminologist Laura 
Fishman (2002, p. 178) described the lessons she learned from her “female black 
elders” about being a Black woman, which were rooted in her elders’ personal
44 All of the participants reported that their mothers are black (i.e., African American, African 
Caribbean, or Latina of African descent).
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experiences and messages they received from misreported media images and folktales
about the Black experience, crime, and violence:
The implications of these messages were clear. We young black girls had to learn 
to protect ourselves against physical hurt, to figure things out in order to 
maximize our safety within both private and public space. To cushion ourselves 
against physical mistreatment meant learning to fight to defend ourselves and to 
win. To cushion ourselves therefore meant that we could not expect any 
protection from black men or, especially, from the police. I was able to be on my 
own as a strong, independent black woman who could handle anything life threw 
at me.
In my study, the observation of their mothers as Strong Black Women was 
particularly important for most of the participants who witnessed their mothers being 
abused by male mates. The women who witnessed their mother’s victimization and 
whose mother fit the Strong Black Woman characterization formed the idea that not 
only are Strong Black Women confronted by racism, sexism, classism, running a 
household, and raising children, but also with abuse. Violence inflicted on their 
mothers became yet another form of strain in the Strong Black Woman’s life.
The majority of the participants provided descriptions of their mothers and 
othermothers that fit within the realm of the Strong Black Woman. Even women who 
did not have healthy relationships with their mothers described their mothers as 
strong because of their lifelong and recurring struggles to maintain the family 
emotionally and economically, while coping with sociostructural stressors. Angie 
addressed this when she spoke of her grandmother’s life as a basis for observing the 
Strong Black Woman: “Looking at my grandmother being the single parent of nine 
kids and doing what you can to keep food and roof over your family’s head. Just 
strong to me,” Fifty-one-year-old Shani, who was raised lower-class but became a
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college-educated professional of middle-class status in adulthood, described her
mother as an “Angela Davis-type radical.” Wendy also spoke of her reverence for
her mother’s strength:
She was wonderful. Sweetest little lady you ever want to meet. Very sweet, very 
gentle. She talked to you, she was very forward. She never beat around the bush 
about anything; she’d just come out let you know how she felt, what was going on. 
She taught you how to take care of business. You always want to know how to 
take care of business, you never leave anything undone. She was like that. Very 
stern. Very strong Black woman. Very strong. I’ve seen her go through a lot.
I’ve seen her work to the point where she would just crawl through the front door. 
You know, ‘cause she would be so tired, she worked a lot. We had a beautiful 
home. She always kept her house immaculate.
As indicated above, the participants also attributed their mothers’ strength to 
the mothers’ endurance in abusive relationships. In Chapter Four I reported that 
many of these women witnessed their mothers’ attempts at verbally and physically 
repelling the abusive acts perpetuated by their husbands and boyfriends, and that this 
aided in the participants’ decision to fight off their own batterers. Still, as described 
by 18-year-old Keisha about her mother, Leah, a 38-year-old participant, the women 
were often at a loss to explain why their strong mothers would endure the abuse at all. 
Keisha acknowledged, “I think with her relationship with my dad and Vic, the stalker,
I seen this strong women. This strong woman, she’s my mother, and she’s just going 
through ridiculous trials and tribulations over guys.”
The strong mothers often aided the participants with assistance to resist 
further intimate partner violence. As described in Chapter Eight, the mothers of 
participants were a substantial resource for leaving abusive relationships. Thirty- 
nine-year-old Rebecca elaborated on how her mother and othermothers were a 
foundation of strength while she dealt with abuse: “There were a very, very large
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amount of strong women in my family who helped me get through a lot of what I’ve 
been through.”
The participants who did not describe their mothers or main mother-figures as 
Strong Black Women included six of the seven women who received special 
treatment in their families of origin (four of the seven were not exposed to any major 
forms of violence). Vanessa’s mother died when Vanessa was young, leaving her 
father as her main parent and role model, and the mothers of the other six women 
would not have been considered to fit the definition of the Strong Black Woman 
during the participants’ childhoods. An additional three women who did not describe 
their mothers as Strong Black Women, (1) did not fit within the special treatment 
category; (2) were socialized to at least one form of violence during their upbringing; 
and (3) were raised by both biological parents. One of these women’s parents were 
regularly under the influence of drugs and virtually absent as parents. Within the 
other two sets of parents, the mothers were particularly docile and modeled the more 
“traditional” role of mother and wife by being fairly reserved and not major decision­
makers in the homes of origin. However, even most of these participants who did not 
have strong Black mother role models began to describe themselves as Strong Black 
Women toward the end or at the conclusion of their abusive relationships. These self­
perceptions were created because of their personal dealings with the many social 
structure and cultural struggles faced by most Black women in U.S. society (Cleaver, 
1997; Collins, 2000; Gordon, 1987; Guy-Sheftall, 1995; hooks, 1981a, 1981b, 1989, 
2000a; Hull, Bell Scott, and Smith, 1982; King, 1988; Smith, 1983; Sudarkasa, 1996; 
Terrelonge, 1984; Wing, 1997, 2003) and because of their fortitude during the
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intimate abuse. Their views of themselves as strong were often solidified through 
interactions with White women, who, as highlighted above, were regarded as 
pampered and weak. Fittingly, even women without Strong Black Mothers as role 
models came to view themselves as strong for living through unfortunate 
circumstances. Wendy was a “special treatment” child and did not have a mother 
who fit in the Strong Black Woman category. However, she described how her 
mother eventually portrayed strength traits after years of abuse from her husband 
(Wendy s father). As evident in her appraisal of herself and her mother a couple 
years prior to my interview with her, Wendy followed her mother’s path to the Strong 
Black Woman characterization: “By this time, I had became my mother: the Strong 
Black Woman.”
Positive Attribution of the Strong Black Woman
Starting with observing Black mothers’ and other Black women’s maneuvers
in the home, the community, and society-at-large, the formation of many of the other
participants’ viewing themselves as Strong Black Women began at a young age
(Fishman, 2002; Sudarkasa, 1996; Wallace, 1979). Forty-five-year-old Helene was
one of the women who received special treatment in her home of origin, but was the
only one whose mother fit within the characterization of the Strong Black Woman.
Helene portrayed the positive self-view of strength when she was a teenager:
Here I am, my senior year in high school. School started in September. I got 
pregnant in September, my son was born a week to the day I marched and got my 
diploma. There was no way I was dropping out of school. Back then, you 
couldn t even go to school [pregnant]. It didn’t matter to me. I wasn’t dropping 
out. There was enough I had to drop out of back then: my debut,451 had to miss
45 A “debut” is a formal entrance of teenaged girls into society that usually takes place during a formal 
debutante ball. Typically, the black community sponsors their own debutante balls separate from those
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my prom... That was so embarrassing... I took my senior pictures anyway, 
though. I stayed in school every day.
Many times there was verbal confirmation to the participants about their 
strength. Keisha, who graduated from high school only several weeks prior to my 
interview with her, described how her mother realized and confirmed Keisha’s 
strength: “My mom tells me everyday how I’m the strongest person she’s ever seen. 
She was like, ‘For you to be 18, you’ve been through a lot. With guys, family, and 
everything, you’re very strong.’ She’s like, ‘You’re a strong woman.’”
As many of their mothers did before them, a number of the participants 
described how they sustained their strength in spite of an abusive mate. Of course, at 
times, their strength wavered because of the vicious physical attacks, but more so due 
to the mental abuse that diminished their self-worth. But the women delighted in 
their ability to conjure up and rebuild the strength that they acknowledged was 
gradually weakened by the batterers. They used their anger, and several used their 
spiritual faith (West, 1999), to summon and restore their strength. I reported in 
Chapters Eight and Nine that though the women used interpersonal and systemic 
resources to aid them in discontinuing the abusive relationships, they ultimately used 
their own resolve to get to the point where they could leave their violent and 
otherwise abusive companions. I assert that adopting the notion of the Strong Black 
Woman appreciably aided the participants in leaving. Olivia surmised that once she
promoted in the White community. These affairs are usually intended for the upper-middle- to upper- 
class groups, though among African Americans the class variations are broader.
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was able to convey to her abuser that she did not need him -  emotionally, financially,
or otherwise -  much of his motivation to exert power through abuse was eliminated:46
He’d come over, “I’ve come to see my baby.” Or come when it was time to eat, 
pretend like he really cared. But he was really there to wreak havoc, to see if I 
was making it without him. I guess I was one of those strong Black women. If I 
wasn’t making it, I wasn’t going to tell him. The slapping around was to say, 
“You’re not making it; you have to tell me [that you’re not making it].” But it 
didn’t work.
Olivia continued her narrative by describing her strength in the context of dealing
with future intimate companions:
I am the headstrong female. I’m very independent. I don’t like people sitting at 
home, I don’t want you cheating, I don’t want you staying out on me, cheating on 
m e... You know, lay up with me and I’m not supposed to say anything. I’m not 
that type of female... So, yes, I’m’a pick a fight with you. And yes, I’m gonna 
want to know where you been. You got to be accountable.
Similarly, Vanessa spoke of how, based on her previous experiences with unhealthy
intimate relationships, she required even stricter conditions for men’s behavior in
relationships. Vanessa accepted being an independent and assertive woman and that
she was not going to compromise herself for a man’s sake and ego. She discussed
how she believed men responded to women like her:
I was never, ever a submissive Black woman at all. Never have and never will be. 
And a lot of men become intimidated by that, I guess... I saw where they didn’t 
think that I was passive enough. I’ve always been taught to speak my mind.
Some men like that when they first meet you. They lie and say they like that. But 
don’t believe it. I’m not goin’ change for nobody.
46 Though Olivia’s actions assisted in her batterer discontinuing his abusive behavior, it is important 
that we consider the onus of the batterer’s abuse to remain on the batterer.
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Negative Attribution of the Strong Black Woman
The majority of the participants depicted the traits and consequences of the
Strong Black Woman in an optimistic way. As this section demonstrates, however,
some women, including some who attributed positive aspects to the Strong Black
Woman classification, identified the negative facets of being a Strong Black Woman
(Gandy, 1997; Sudarkasa, 1996). As Vanessa’s anecdote in the previous subsection
represented, others view the strength of Black women in a negative manner and how
it may affect the ability to establish heterosexual relationships with men who believe
the women are too strong-willed. In trying to determine why she was abused by her
intimate partner, 36-year-old Gloria retrospectively reflected, “Maybe I was too
controlling or something.” Some women also contemplated this view during their
abusive relationships. Sadly, there are individuals who rationalize that if a woman is
brazen with her male intimate partner that he essentially has a right to aggressively
correct her behavior (Belknap, 2001). Some of the participants’ comments regarding
Black women’s strength appeared to place blame on the women’s strong traits for the
cause of abuse by men. Mariah described how she repressed her self-assured
personality in order to attempt to transform her abusive relationship into a non-
abusive one, because she thought her strong and independent qualities exacerbated
her husband’s behavior;
I was a strong woman... I wasn’t one to really invest myself into men and feel 
like men made me complete or anything like that. But it was like, OK, I really 
want to try this. His parents never got divorced and I came from a divorced 
situation. He made me feel ashamed of that.
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Naomi spoke of how certain women (of any race) and a number of Black men
perceive Black women and also discussed the effect of embracing this image on
speaking publicly about abuse:
The Black men say, “I’m not gonna date a Black woman because they’re mouthy 
or aggressive.” You’re expected to be a certain way. You’re expected to be 
strong as a Black woman. Most women expect Black women to be very strong. 
They wouldn’t think a Black woman would put up with [abuse]. You’re trying to 
keep that, so people can think I’m strong. I honestly think that. I don’t know any 
statistics, I haven’t talked to anybody, but that’s what I believe. Because people 
look at me like, “You put up with it?” I think that’s why a lot of Black women 
aren’t coming out, except for the extreme stuff.
Naomi’s assertion is supported by Collins’s (2000, p. 77) argument that the
“matriarch or overly strong Black woman has...been used to influence Black men’s
understandings of Black masculinity. Many Black men reject Black women as
marital partners, claiming that Black women are less desirable than White ones
because we are too assertive.”
Wanting to be seen as a Strong Black Woman, even to those individuals
closest to the women, interfered with the participants being completely honest about
their limitations, thus making them susceptible to vulnerability (Richie, 1996).
Twenty-eight-year-old Isis discussed how and why she had not disclosed her previous
abusive relationships to her current non-abusive boyfriend:
He knows about them because of the kids, but he doesn’t know about all that stuff. 
Sometimes I just don’t want to open those flood gates. Like I’m crying now, but I 
don’t want him to see me that weak. I don’t want him to ever see me being a 
weak person because of that. And he probably wouldn’t. And maybe if the time 
is right, maybe one day I will tell him. But I just haven’t found it necessary to 
even talk about it, because we talk about other stuff. I feel like I’ve built at least a 
strong exterior where I could deal with these things. I’ve dealt with them OK at 
this point. I haven’t been on drugs. I’ve never been arrested. All my kids are 
healthy.
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Caretaking is a major characteristic of the Strong Black Woman. Naturally,
for those participants with children, there was the responsibility of caring for their
children. However, as many women are socially and culturally obligated to do, there
were many other duties for which they were responsible (Hochschild & Machung,
1989). These duties are multiplied for women who are single mothers. Billie’s
narrative described the caretaking facet of the Strong Black Woman. She realized,
with the benefit of hindsight, that due to her custodial obligations at work, to her
children, and to her current husband, she neglected herself:
I think because I got into health care and I was always helping somebody else and 
I didn t have to worry about Billie. I was always helping somebody else, you see 
what I m saying? As long as I was helping somebody else, helping [my husband] 
with his seizures and his [medical condition], then I don’t have to worry about me 
Me will be fine. I’m supposed to be strong. I’m the strong one. I’m supposed to 
take care of this. This is my job ... Babies’ daddies were never there to help me 
and I never really depended on ‘em, either. If I got pregnant, I was like, “Oh, well. 
I’ll take care of it.” God ain’t going to put no more on you than you can handle. I 
always felt that way. God don’t make no junk.
Keisha described her self-awareness process that occurred when she joined 
her mother in a battered women’s shelter. Keisha went to the shelter to receive the 
emotional support from her mother after she (Keisha) was beaten by her boyfriend. 
Keisha shared the following about loosening the bind of the Strong Black Woman 
quality in order to heal:
I m strong about mine and there was no weakness ever shown in me. I never 
cried or anything. The time I broke down was when we were at a meeting and we 
were all talking about our problems, and that’s when I broke down. I lost it. But 
it took a while for me to break down because I kept it inside, with a whole bunch 
of other stuff. I was just angry.
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Even at the age of 18, Keisha had already developed the unyielding self-image 
of the Strong Black Woman that was difficult to set aside in order to address the 
sources of her distress. Keisha’s autobiography, as she reported it to me, and the 
other life stories presented here, demonstrate the detriment of a battered Black 
woman who considers herself a Strong Black Woman due to the societal and 
communal perceptions of Black women and the element of intimate partner abuse in 
their lives. Labeling one’s self and being labeled by others as a Strong Black Woman 
hindered the participants in detecting the extent of the psychological consequences 
from the abuse, seeking mental and physical health assistance, leaving the 
relationship early on, and deeming themselves as “victims” or as a “battered women” 
(Bell & Mattis, 2000; Ramos, Carlson, & McNutt, 2004; Washington, 2001; West, 
1999). Obviously, many battered Black women were able to see the abuse for the 
destructive action it is, but may have been or continue to not view it as a mental 
abscess that will only further infect the women’s overall well-being if not treated.
Comparatively, the espousal of the Strong Black Woman maxim did indeed 
provide many of the women in this study with the strength to eventually leave the 
relationships and cope with the lingering wounds of abuse. The characteristics that 
make up the Strong Black Woman effectively allow for a theoretical explanation of 
battered Black women’s reactions to their abuse. This concept, multiplicative 
resistance, is addressed in the next and final section of this chapter.
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MULTIPLICATIVE RESISTANCE
To this point in the dissertation I have used the term “victim” as a description 
of the participants’ precarious situations in some of their intimate relationships. 
However, in Chapter Seven I discussed the women’s general inability to view 
themselves as “victims” or even as “battered women” (also see hooks, 1989). A 
review of the evaluation illustrated at the start of this chapter on the participants’ 
opinions of White women in general, and battered White women specifically, begins 
to provide an explanation for this trend. The participants viewed battered White 
women as passive or submissive, while deeming battered Black women as aggressive 
or assertive. The participants agreed that, in comparison to White women, Black 
women can survive without a man. They asserted that though heterosexual Black 
women enjoy and welcome stable heterosexual relationships (Hatchett, 1991), the 
dilemma -  both perceived and real -  of absent Black fathers and husbands in the 
African American community (Sudarkasa, 1996) leaves Black women with the 
mindset that there may be an occasion when they cannot rely on these men for 
domestic assistance (Wallace, 1979). In relation to this, the participants believed 
White women to remain in abusive relationships -  that is, tolerate these relationships 
-  longer than their African American counterparts. The perceived passiveness of 
White women, according to many of the participants, translated into the White 
women’s incapacity to verbally rebuke the batterers’ wrath. The participants 
reasoned that talking back was much more prevalent among battered Black women, 
building on the stereotype that Black women are loud-mouthed (Wallace, 1979). It 
was believed, and rightfully so, as based in existing research, that Black women
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physically retaliate against their batterers at greater rates than White women 
(Hampton, Gelles, & Harrop, 1989; Joseph, 1997; Stets, 1990; West & Rose, 2000). 
Finally, all of these perceptions of White women were grounded in the basic 
impression that Black women are emotionally stronger than White women.
Increasingly in the domestic violence literature the term “survivor” is being 
co-opted to describe battered women (Dunn, 2002; Gondolf & Fisher, 1988; Hoff,
1990). This term is becoming preferred over “victim” because “[f]raming victims as 
‘survivors’ constructs a different, less pathetic and more reasonable battered woman 
embodying the cultural values of strength rather than weakness, and agency instead of 
passivity” (Dunn, 2002, pp. 26-27). In her study of African American women who 
were physically and/or sexually abused, West (1999, p. 5) chose to use the term 
“victim-survivors” to describe these women in order to “rhetorically remind us of the 
dual status of women who have been both victimized by violent assault and have 
survived it.” To describe the women in my study as survivors would be more in 
keeping with their views of themselves than describing them as victims. Hoff (1990) 
and Gondolf and Fisher (1988) argued that battered women are not simply helpless 
victims, but heroic survivors who are skillful women employing calculated strategies 
to protect themselves and their children. “Even in the midst of severe psychological 
impairment, such as depression, many battered women seek help, adapt, and push on” 
(Gondolf & Fisher, 1988, p. 20). Indeed, the battered Black women in my study 
tended to fall within the description of survivor, as opposed to that of the victim, 
when considering the extant research on the preferred and more appropriate term for 
battered women.
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Even still, I contend that the term survivor also has the connotation that the 
battered Black women’s struggles have concluded and they are no longer in need of 
assistance (see Dunn, 2002). These participants were indeed still in need of advocacy 
on the part of family, friends, clergy members, and crime-processing system 
professionals. In addition, the term survivor in the context of woman battering refers 
to women’s identity as one who was abused by an intimate partner. It does not 
adequately allow for other identities a battered woman holds of herself and has a 
strong influence on how she views herself. This is particularly important when 
considering women of color. As is particular to my investigation, and has been 
demonstrated throughout this dissertation, battered African American women are 
confronted by many other forms of oppression aside from being abused by an 
intimate (Collins, 2000). To recapitulate, these women regularly considered their 
devalued position in general society, which often included being encountered with 
sexism, racism, and classism. On a smaller scale, the women recognized that within 
their own communities, that is, the Black community, though they are viewed as the 
mainstay of the community (Sudarkasa, 1996), they face sexism from Black men 
(hooks, 2000a; Lewis, 1983), discrimination based on skin tone (Brown et al., 1998, 
Freeman et al., 1966; Hall, 1992; Hill, 2002; Hughes & Hertel, 1991; Hunter, Allen,
& Telles, 2001; Keith & Herring, 1991; Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 1992), classism by 
middle-class and higher classes of African Americans (Collins, 2000; hooks, 1989, 
2000b), and intellectual bias by Blacks who have achieved higher educational statuses 
(hooks, 1989). Hence, the pressures of the outside, Caucasian-dominated society are 
not always relieved by interfacing with the Black community and Black family
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because of the prospect of internal strife among these groups. In the face of these 
countless pressures and stressors, the participants showed great fortitude and 
resistance. From their standpoint, battered Black women are resisters.
In part, I compare the use of the term “resisters” to Kleck and Gertz’s (1995)
definition in their work on the role of gun use as a form of “armed resistance” by
victims of crime as acts of self-defense. Regardless of the outcomes of their research
on the use of guns and their resulting lack of support in organized gun-control, their
work provided a fitting explanation of battered Black women’s response to their
batterers. Kleck and Gertz contended that:
The traditional conceptualization of victims as either passive targets or active 
collaborators overlooks another possible victim role, that of the active resister 
who does not initiate or accelerate any illegitimate activity, but uses various 
means of resistance for legitimate purposes, such as avoiding injury or property 
loss. Victim resistance can be passive or verbal, but much of it is active and 
forceful, (p. 151)
A second source for building this theoretical model on battered Black 
women’s responses to abuse and domination in their lives is Traci West’s (1999) 
research detailed in her book, Wounds o f the Spirit: Black Women, Violence, and 
Resistance Ethics. West interviewed women “victim-survivors” of male “intimate 
violence,” which included not only intimate partner violence, but sexual abuse (rape) 
during either childhood or adulthood and perpetrated by acquaintances and strangers. 
She also analyzed written narratives depicting violence against African American 
women slaves. Though West’s (1999, p. 151) emphasis is on a “theo-ethicai 
assumption of the presence of powerful divine resources available to us for resisting 
the forms of dehumanization leveled at black women,” she provided a secular,
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sociostructural view of violence and domination against Black women and their 
resistance efforts. West’s main contention was that even when confronted with 
severe “intimate and social violence,” women undeniably engage in endeavors of 
resistance. She argued that even though resistance does not guarantee healing, it does 
provide a space where healing can take place. As depicted in her choice to use the 
term “victim-survivor” in describing Black women who have suffered intimate 
violence, West suggested an integrated approach to understanding these women’s 
resistance. She concluded that “a resistance paradigm for African-American victim- 
survivors must include the roles of both victim and agent. These roles should be 
configured in a resistance framework that allows them to exist as alternating and 
overlapping dynamics” (West, 1999, p. 161).
Building on Kleck and Gertz’s (1995) conceptualization of victims of violence, 
West’s (1999) focus on resistance efforts by Black women who have been abused, 
and Black feminist and critical race feminist theories, my analyses presented 
throughout this dissertation lead to the theoretical model of multiplicative resistance, 
which is used to describe the peculiar situations of and responses by African 
American women who have been battered. Though a battered Black woman can 
encompass a multifaceted self, the four major aspects include: (1) race (African 
American); (2) gender (woman); (3) socioeconomic status (oftentimes low-income 
and undereducated, though there is increasing representation in the higher classes); 
and (4) experiences with intimate partner violence. The first three characteristics are 
considered part of the women’s identity, while the fourth item is framed as a
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“descriptive” characteristic following hooks’s (1989, pp. 87-88) argument that the 
“battered woman” term
is used as though it constitutes a separate and unique category of womanness, as 
though it is an identity, a mark that sets one apart rather than being simply a 
descriptive term. It is as though the experience of being repeatedly violently hit is 
the sole defining characteristic of a woman’s identity and all other aspects of who 
she is and what her experience has been are submerged.
Persons who are not Black and who rely on stereotypes to guide their 
judgment may view battered Black women in a linear and hierarchical fashion. In 
this hierarchical categorization, race is at the forefront or pinnacle and it eclipses 
gender, while both race and gender overshadow the women as “victims” because of 
the tendency to not consider Black women as victims of violent acts (Belknap, 2001; 
West, 1999; West & Rose, 2000). West (1999, p. 5) argued, “Black women are 
sometimes denied an opportunity to have their victimization recognized. The strength 
of their coping and survival abilities is commonly emphasized at the expense of an 
appreciation of their injury and anguish.” Regarding socioeconomic status, a low- 
income class status with an inadequate education (or the inability to succeed in 
educational pursuits) is assumed when considering the average African American, 
regardless of the few affluent African Americans47 who receive significant attention 
from the media (Olstead, 2002; Sudarkasa, 1996).
Conversely, based on the criticism of “mainstream” White feminists by many 
Black feminists, White feminists may view gender as the main characteristic of 
battered Black women, with race being regarded as a secondary concern (Brown,
47 For instance, African American sports and entertainment figures such as Oprah Winfrey, Kobe 
Bryant, Michael Jackson, Bill Cosby, and Tiger Woods receive notable press attention in relation to 
their economic gains.
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1989; Cleaver, 1997; Gordon, 1987; Harris, 1990; Hudson-Weems, 1993; Lewis, 
1977). From the mainstream feminist viewpoint the “survivor” label may be 
considered alongside the identity of womanhood because of the considerable focus by 
mainstream feminism on issues surrounding women’s victimization by men and the 
patriarchal social order. More recent notions of mainstream feminist thought 
(Baumgardner & Richards, 2000; MacKinnon, 2002), however, may provide an 
outlook where race, gender, class, and violence against women are seen as 
overlapping or interlinking.
Returning to the concept of utilizing Black feminist and critical race feminist 
theories to understand battered Black women’s experiences with abusive relationships, 
I have already established that battered Black women indeed have multiple identities 
that are intricately interwoven (Cleaver, 1997; Collins, 2000; Gordon, 1987; Guy- 
Sheftall, 1995; Hull, Bell Scott, and Smith, 1982; Smith, 1983; Terrelonge, 1984; 
Wing, 1997, 2003). This was not lost on the participants in my study, who tended to 
view themselves in the context of the three basic levels of identity (race, gender, and 
class) as interlaced and the fourth characteristic (experience with intimate abuse) as 
tangential to this multiplicative identity.
Though the participants did not consider themselves to be victims, I argue that 
because they were at the receiving end of unwanted and unwarranted violence and 
other forms of abuse by an intimate partner, their abuse situations are still defined as 
victimization. However, in determining the extent to which battered Black women 
adopt the three different labels -  victim, survivor, resister - 1 assert three propositions 
to support the adoption of only the resister label. First, the idea is not that of a linear
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relationship where the battered Black woman starts as victim, moves to survivor, then 
ends as a resister. Secondly, the idea is not where a battered Black woman at once 
considers herself all three classifications. Lastly, a battered Black woman is not each 
of these at different times, continually moving between the categorizations in a 
cyclical manner. It is because of these factors discussed hitherto that I consider 
battered Black women’s view of themselves not as victims and not as survivors, but 
as resisters. Describing battered Black women as resisters better captures their self- 
identity because of the participants’ inability to include taking on the other descriptive 
characteristics of victim, battered woman, or survivor as central to their self. Though 
they rejected labeling themselves as victims, survivors, or battered women, most of 
the participants were aware of the negative effects of the abuse on their self-worth.
Use of the term resisters does not necessarily reflect the women’s propensity 
to physically retaliate against their batterers (particularly in comparison to White 
women), but is employed because of the battered Black women (1) not seeing 
themselves as victims or as battered women; (2) their self-perception as fighters 
against abuse by intimate partners; (3) their self-perception as Strong Black Women; 
and (4) their personal and ancestral history of African American women as those who 
have been confronted with and have resisted continuous sociostructural, cultural, and 
familial obstacles.
The multiplicative identity of battered Black women and their varied resistive 
attempts at combating interpersonal and societal domination yield the concept of 
multiplicative resistance. A caveat of multiplicative resistance of battered Black 
women may be that battered Black women who have not left their first abusive
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relationship may present differently than the women in this study. This needs to be 
addressed in future research on battered Black women, specifically considering the 
sample selection. However, none of the participants in this investigation were 
necessarily completely free of abusive relationships in their lives. This idea is based 
on the fact that the majority of the women were in more than one abusive relationship. 
An admonition based on this, then, is that the concept of multiplicative resistance 
may be more explanatory of battered Black women in multiple abusive relationships. 
As reported in Chapter Six, the participants remained in subsequent abusive 
relationships for shorter periods as they progressed through the bad relationships. In 
essence, they progressively built up their resistance to withstanding abuse by their 
male mates.
Among the varied forms of oppression or domination, including those that are 
institutional, societal, or interpersonal, is the question of which of the oppressors do 
battered Black women find easier to employ resistance against. I assert that the forms 
of domination in the battered Black women’s lives should not be placed in an overall 
better-than/worse-than scrutiny because the forms of domination are often 
incomparable. That is, how can intimate partner abuse be placed in the context of 
being better than or worse than racism, for example? Each of these abuses may cause 
despondency for the target of the oppression, but perhaps in a different way. Also, it 
is dependent on the individual’s ability to cope, and history of coping, with varying 
forms of oppression, as based on her personal coping strategies, that will dictate how 
she will be able to challenge various modes of oppression. For that reason, 
multiplicative resistance allows for one battered Black woman’s experiences with
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forms of oppression to be different from that of another battered Black woman. For 
instance, a battered Black woman who is middle-class and college-educated may find 
it easier to maneuver in and resist forms of oppression in the social structure sphere 
because of her socioeconomic class position. She may be well-informed on how her 
class privilege, in relation to Black women who are situated in lower classes, provides 
her with the means to not be subjected to similar levels of economic oppression as her 
lower-income sisters. In this context, the middle-class, college-educated battered 
Black woman may find the resistance against her abuser to be more difficult to 
combat than the resistance against societal-level oppressors. In sum, the concept of 
multiplicative resistance allows for Black women to be viewed collectively, as well as 
individually, particularly since there is diversity among Black women, as asserted by 
Collins (2001) and as is evident among the sample in this study. Collectively, these 
women share similar experiences with racism, sexism, and classism from society at 
large and within the Black community. Individually, the women experience various 
levels and forms of discrimination, domination, and abuse. They resist this 
discrimination, domination, and abuse using similar methods as well as employing 
personal, distinct strategies,
SUMMARY
The women embraced the Strong Black Woman identity and rarely considered 
the risks in embracing this maxim. Most were familiarized with the Strong Black 
Woman concept starting early in life, and all came to exhibit the characteristics of the 
Strong Black Woman by adulthood. A strongly positive attribution of this concept is
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that the women reveled in their ability to endure the many forces of domination and 
the consequential tribulation that consumed their lives as Black women. However, by 
living by the code that “Black woman” is synonymous with “Strong Black Woman,” 
the participants did not easily place themselves central in their own lives. Children, 
boyfriends and husbands (both abusive and non-abusive), extended family, work, and 
maintaining the home were placed at the forefront of their existence. Participants 
often put their well-being on indefinite hold or considered their personal interests 
only after they cared for the needs of their families. This was even the case for the 
small number of younger participants who had no children, as they spoke of caring 
for their mothers who were in abusive relationships, providing assistance with 
childcare of younger siblings, or attending to the needs of battering boyfriends.
The theoretical concept of multiplicative resistance effectively takes into 
consideration not only battered Black women’s personal experiences with violence 
and abuse, but their assigned “place” in society and the ensuing struggles resulting 
from life chances based on the intertwined statuses of race, gender, and, oftentimes, 
socioeconomic class. The resistance that battered Black women in the United States 
exude is due to both perceived and real beliefs about Black women’s strength, 
particularly in comparison to the strength of White women and battered White 
women. The women in this study presumed that White women remained in abusive 
relationships longer, relied on batterers more, did not talk or fight back as much, and 
were not as strong as Black women. Indeed, some of their presumptions have been 
supported by academic investigation. The participants’ deductions were based on 
their own struggles as Black women in a White, male-dominated society.
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CHAPTER 12
THE CONCEPTUALIZATION OF THE LIVES AND EXPERIENCES OF 
BATTERED BLACK WOMEN: SUMMARY, FUTURE RESEARCH, AND
POLICY IMPLICATIONS
INTRODUCTION
With the Second Wave of the mainstream feminist movement in the 1960s, 
intimate partner violence against women was identified as a significant social 
problem. The development of conceptualizing this abuse and recognizing it as an all 
too frequent phenomenon is attributed to the grassroots work of domestic violence 
advocates and activists and the intellectual query of the subject by academicians (see 
Davies, Lyon, & Monti-Cantania, 1998; Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Pizzey, 1979; 
Schecter 1982). Investigations specifically considering the lives and experiences of 
battered women of color, however, are still lacking. By employing a theoretical base 
formulated to specifically consider African American women’s position in U.S. 
society (Black feminist and critical race feminist theories) and through sampling 
battered Black women from diverse backgrounds, this dissertation provides an 
essential analysis of battered Black women’s experiences with intimate partner 
violence and support networks. Although many of the findings in this dissertation are 
consistent with trends and reports from existing literature on intimate partner violence, 
a great deal of the information resulting from the analysis does not exist in other 
publications.
In this chapter I summarize the major outcomes of this dissertation and the 
culmination of a theoretical model for viewing each of the identities occupied by 
battered Black women as one multiplicative identity. This theoretical concept,
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multiplicative resistance, as described in the previous chapter, considers battered 
Black women’s responses to their abuse from a Black feminist and critical race 
feminist standpoint. As described in Chapter Four, the women’s multiplicative 
identity began to be formed in childhood. The women’s childhoods were often 
similar to those of their batterers, whose triggers for abusive behavior as viewed by 
the participants were portrayed in Chapter Five. The methods of abuse meted out by 
the batterers, as demonstrated in Chapter Six, typically led to the women’s endeavors 
to physically retaliate, as conveyed in Chapter Seven. The women utilized various 
methods to leave the relationships, including their own determination and the 
assistance of family, friends, religion, and spirituality, as presented in Chapter Eight, 
and formal assistance networks, which were described in Chapter Nine. Lastly, the 
participants suffered immediate and permanent consequences of the abuse perpetrated 
by their husbands and boyfriends, as reported in Chapter Ten.
SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH
Formation and Role of Abuse, Gender, Race, and Class during Childhood
There are variations and similarities among battered African American 
women’s childhood experiences. Their construction of racial and gender identities, 
positions within the socioeconomic hierarchy, and encounters with abuse and 
violence were important variables for the investigation of their entree into abusive 
intimate relationships. The formation of the women as Black girls into Black women 
involved the struggle to live up to womanly duties and femininity, while
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simultaneously being socialized to become Strong Black Women, which often 
challenges society’s notion of the “lady.”
More than half of the respondents were verbally, emotionally, or physically 
abused by their parents or guardians. Also, half of the participants witnessed intimate 
partner abuse among their parents and a small number of women were sexually 
assaulted by a family member or acquaintance. Lastly, several women were exposed 
to other forms of violence such as witnessing siblings in abusive relationships and 
neighborhood violence. There were overlapping experiences with these various types 
of abuse and the majority of the women experienced at least one form of 
maltreatment. These abuses significantly affected the women’s emotional well-being, 
causing low self-esteem and destructive behaviors in their intimate relationships.
Participants were often able to trace their parents’ abusive conduct toward 
them to their parents’ abuse victimization as children. Importantly, the explanations 
the women provided for unpleasant childhood experiences were typically given in the 
context of race, gender, and class themes. The women reported wealth and class 
triggers as reasons for abuse, including frustration with financially stabilizing the 
home and securing material possessions. Other important patterns related to race, 
gender, and class also emerged. Subordinate treatment based on skin tone hierarchies 
among African Americans was offered as a racially-based explanation prompting 
unfavorable treatment. Regarding class differences, the few instances of sexual abuse 
were more prevalent among women raised in lower-income homes. Interestingly, 
verbal, mental, and non-sexual physical abuse was more prevalent among the women 
raised in middle-class homes, which were mainly two-parent homes where the abuser
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was more likely to be the father or stepfather. The single-parent homes of origin were 
overwhelmingly run by mothers, therefore, mothers were the main perpetrators of 
verbal, mental, and non-sexual abuse in these homes.
Women who were witnesses to violence among their parents, that is, intimate 
partner violence, ascertained that couples sometimes attempted to solve their 
problems in an abusive or violent manner. However, they were distressed by the 
abuse, which was frightening and left confusing and conflicting images of intimate 
relationships. This often led to the women taking on a caretaker role by making 
attempts to physically protect their mothers and/or persuade their mothers to leave the 
abusive relationships. The participants also witnessed their mothers retaliating 
against the batterers and described their mothers in positive terms for making corporal 
attempts to protect themselves. Prior to the commencement of abusive relationships, 
some women already began to exhibit behaviors they would carry into the 
relationships. These behaviors during girlhood included fighting, alcohol and other 
drug use, and risky sexual practices.
All these actions by participants during girlhood and by their mothers affected 
how the women would react to their own victimizations when they found themselves 
in abusive intimate relationships. Namely, the women either fought hard to resist 
being like their mothers or mimicked their mothers’ responses to abuse. Witnessing 
male violence against their mothers also provided the women with less than regal 
opinions about Black men in general. At the same time, however, the women were 
sympathetic to the Black male because the participants knew personally of the 
struggles and injustices of being Black in the United States. Moreover, they often
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reported feeling empathy for Black men because of their gendered struggles and how 
these intersected with racism, such as failing the traditional expectation that a man is 
to provide for his family. Because the majority of the participants were abused by 
Black men, this view was solidified as they progressed into adulthood and entered 
into relationships with these abusive men.
In order to escape their unstable and chaotic home environments, some of the 
women left their homes of origin going directly into the relationships with their first 
abusers. These women, as well as those who had no significant exposure to violence 
during their youth, had difficulty in determining the clues indicating their batterers’ 
pending abusive behaviors.
Sociocultural Conceptualization of Forms of Intimate Partner Violence
All the women in this study were abused mentally and physically (in a non- 
sexual manner), but at varying degrees. Mental abuse was reported as being more 
destructive than physical abuse, as it struck the core of the participants’ self-esteem. 
Sexual aggression, via coercive threats or physical force, was an integral part of the 
physical abuse encountered by some of the women. Other forms of abuse included 
stalking, property theft or destruction, infidelity, and control over daily activities. 
Women classified as low-income and working-class during their youth and up to the 
time of the interviews were in more abusive relationships than middle-class 
participants. However, there were no trends based on socioeconomic status regarding 
the length of time spent in these relationships.
Another socioeconomic class difference concerned the site of where the 
batterers struck the women on their bodies and the setting in which the batterers
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physically and mentally abused the women. Batterers in middle-class couplings were 
more likely to keep their abuse hidden by not inflicting scratches, bruises, or other 
marks where they could be seen on the women’s bodies and by not committing the 
abuse in the company of others. Low-income and working-class batterers, however, 
tended not to restrict their abuse to the privacy of their homes or to places on the 
victims’ bodies which were typically hidden. In fact, they often beat the women in 
their faces with the intent on marking them as chattel.
Regardless of socioeconomic class, the women in this study tended to be 
employed, at least intermittently, during the abusive relationships. A few batterers 
made attempts to restrict women from working outside the home or in advancing in 
their professional careers, but the batterers typically did not restrict working because 
the women’s incomes greatly aided in financially supporting the household. In fact, 
some of the women worked while their batterers did not, and some participants 
reported higher earnings than their abusers’. However, if it appeared the women were 
advancing professionally, the batterers would try to place some limits on the women’s 
employment. In this dissertation, I speculate that these batterers do this out of fear of 
the women becoming too independent. That is, the batterers appreciated that the 
women’s work provided economic benefits to the batterers, but they did not want the 
participants to become too accomplished because the women would be less motivated 
to remain with them (the batterers). The batterers also sought to control other 
movements and contacts the women had, such as access to family, friends, and 
religious activities, which was often based on the batterers’ jealous attitudes. Notably,
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animal abuse was not reported by any of the women, as pets were absent from the 
majority of the participants’ residences.
The respondents suffered temporary and lasting consequences of the abuse 
perpetrated by their intimate partners. They experienced depression, suicidal 
thoughts and attempts, prolonged physical impairment, and alcohol, drug, and food 
addictions. At the time of the interviews, the women also continued to have difficulty 
in trusting men and in trusting their judgment about selecting non-abusive mates.
The women had much to offer about the factors motivating their mates to be 
violent and otherwise abusive. The explanations generally focused on environmental 
and psychological dynamics. The participants found themselves feeling pity for their 
Black male partners, identifying that the men battered due to their devalued status in 
U.S. society and their struggles in finding and maintaining suitable employment. But 
many of the women simply believed that their batterers had a basic dislike of women. 
Clearly, the women recognized the gendered and sexist nature of intimate partner 
violence. Several participants attempted to imitate the role of the traditional wife in 
their intimate relationships. However, since they often described the batterers as not 
being “real men” or as being “mama’s boys” because of their limited success and 
pressures in the greater socioeconomic milieu, the women were taking on more non- 
traditional, matriarchal, or egalitarian roles inside and outside the home.
Undoubtedly, negotiating the sexism, racism, and class struggles, was confusing for 
both the women and their abusers.
The participants described how their mates’ racial status within the U.S. social 
structure was an added factor to the African American male batterers’ diminished
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position in U.S. society. The sex-ratio imbalance between Black women and Black 
men was cited as a reason for remaining with a Black male batterer if he was a good 
financial provider. At the time the batterers’ violent behaviors became obvious to the 
women, many of the women were aware of the shortage of desirable Black men due 
to Black female-to-Black male ratios, and incarceration and mortality rates of Black 
men. These beliefs made the women feel as though if their mates at least partially 
met criteria for a “good husband” they would endure a certain amount of abuse. In 
addition, trying to live-up to traditional wifely duties and standards did not appease a 
batterer’s wrath. Friends and family of the participants in middle-class abusive 
relationships often pressured the women to stay in the relationships because the 
monetary benefits outweighed the tumultuous costs. The women who were abused 
by non-Black men recognized no major differences between Black men and non- 
Black men, and, moreover, they personally discovered that battering is not a behavior 
exhibited by only Black men.
As the women acknowledged the effect of their own exposure to violence 
during childhood, they identified it to be a factor for their batterers, as well. Many of 
the batterers used or abused alcohol and other drugs that produced varying effects on 
their abusive behavior. The result of drug use was attributed to increased violence 
when the batterers were intoxicated or when they craved the drugs during a sober 
moment. However, many of the women articulated a caveat to the effect of drug use 
or abuse on violence, stating that the violent tendencies were present regardless of the 
level of drug use.
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Sociocultural Realm of Seeking Support
Motivations for the women in the study to remain in or leave the abusive 
relationships were often dictated by the sociostructural and cultural factors to which 
they were subjected and to which they had access. There were few socioeconomic 
class variations among women in this area. To start, fear was seldom reported as an 
issue for staying with a batterer. Reasons for continuing the relationships related 
more to shame of being a single, unmarried mother, whose children had no stable 
father-figure; criticism by family members to make the relationship work; religious 
teachings; embarrassment; and, to a lesser extent, the advice from friends that the 
financial benefits were worth enduring some abuse.
Because the entire sample had discontinued at least one of their abusive 
relationships at the time of the interview, they were able to speak of and 
conceptualize their motivations for terminating the unions. Based on some of the 
women’s childhood exposure to abuse, they recognized that by their own children 
being introduced or exposed to abusive relationships it may increase the likelihood 
for the children becoming abusive with intimates or the subject of intimate violence. 
Even those participants who had not been socialized to any forms of violence 
recognized the effect the abuse could have on their children. As such, the women left 
relationships prior to their children being able to fully recognize the abuse, or 
removed the children from the abuse and tried to rectify any damage that may have 
already been done.
Several methods of support are offered to and utilized by battered women to 
assist them in leaving abusive relationships. The most salient of the methods among
370
battered Black women in this study was family support, particularly that from 
mothers. Even in instances where mothers were unaware or not completely aware of 
the abuse, the women’s use of mothers as support was important in progressing out of 
the relationships. Support from mothers was in a therapeutic manner, but mothers’ 
homes also served as these women’s personal “battered women’s shelter.” When 
male family members provided assistance, it was typically as intimidators and for 
physical retaliation. Because some of the women believed male family members 
would physically retaliate on their behalves, based on perceived or actual experiences, 
the participants often refrained from alerting the men in their families of the abuse for 
fear their loved ones would encounter the criminal processing system’s intervention 
as offenders. Dependence on this belief, whether true or not, served as a barrier to the 
women seeking emotional support from some family members.
The majority of the women were raised in the Christian faith and most of 
these women still held beliefs in spirituality during adulthood (i.e., at the time of the 
interviews), even if they were not formally practicing a religion. Many of the 
participants’ religious or spiritual convictions became dormant during the abuse. For 
the women who sought out counsel from Christian clergy members, each of their 
experiences was unhelpful, typically to the point of being damaging. These 
participants received recommendations that they remain in and pray about the 
relationships and to work harder at being a “good wife.” The Muslim women found 
more satisfying cleric responses to wife abuse than the Christian women. Though 
both Christian and Muslim women described their religious experiences as patriarchal 
in practice, the Muslim women described how clerics and other members of the
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mosques employed a more intervening and proactive perspective about intimate 
partner abuse.
Secular and non-familial services were also utilized by the respondents to this 
study. The women’s experiences at medical facilities, in battered women’s shelters, 
and in other therapeutic interventions resulted in mixed outcomes, but tended to be 
more negative than constructive encounters. Most of the women did not seek medical 
attention unless it was absolutely necessary. In part this was due to not wanting to 
bring formal attention to the battering. Most of the women were aware that medical 
personnel are part of “the system,” and as such have official responsibilities. This 
was particularly the case for low-income women, and some working-class women, 
because of their involvement with government agencies as clients and that these 
agencies have reporting guidelines regarding legal-based issues, and because they 
were more likely to be using public health facilities. Another reason for not seeking 
medical attention concerns the self-image of these women as Strong Black Women 
who can take care of themselves and who must subordinate their needs to those of 
their intimate partners, children, and other family members.
Assuming the role of the Strong Black Woman, as well as being perceived as 
a Strong Black Woman, also had implications for shelter and counseling services.
The women who capitalized on using shelters and therapy to assist them with 
terminating the abusive relationships were often singled-out because of their 
distinctive experiences with abuse and as Black women. When the participants’ 
experiences with intimate partner abuse were pointed out by the other clients, it 
tended to be done for the purposes of placing battering and abuse in a hierarchical
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sequence and served as a perverse source of competition for the other battered women. 
When the participants were singled-out by counselors it was for the purposes of 
benefiting the battered Black women, to highlight how they are stronger than the 
other women (i.e., the White women) and strong enough to get out of the 
relationships. Even if these assertions by other battered women and service providers 
were true, they often served as a detriment to battered Black women’s inclination to 
leave abusive relationships. Undervaluing battered Black women’s violent 
encounters because they are not in abusive relationships as long as White women or 
because their injuries are not as severe as other women’s, essentially justifies 
battering to a certain degree. Further, it perpetuates battered Black women’s 
impression that they do not need to seek alternative or supplemental assistance to 
their familial resources.
The criminal processing system and its history of ineffectively dealing with 
African Americans was readily cited by the participants, but they occasionally used 
the system when they believed it would benefit them. However, the use of police and 
courts as interventions in domestic abuse was usually viewed as a temporary solution 
to the women’s battering. It served as a form of respite or retreat from the batterers, 
providing time for the women to rest until the next battle. It also allowed the women 
opportunity to reflect on the relationship and the next course of action. Regrettably, 
the women were sometimes the subject of the processing system’s intervention as 
perpetrators or aggressors and not as defenders of their person or property. This left 
these women bewildered about the role of law enforcement regarding domestic 
violence. Typecast and biased views about African American women may serve to
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form police officers’ opinions about a domestic violence situation of a Black couple, 
including stereotypes of inherent abuse among African Americans along with the idea 
of Black women as Strong Black Women.
THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT AND CONTRIBUTION
As outlined in Chapter Two, Black feminist theory and critical race feminist 
theory were appropriate theories to consider in analyzing intimate partner violence 
against African American women, their responses to this abuse, and the response to 
these women by unofficial and official support systems. Black feminist theory 
stresses that the Black woman encompasses many components that frame her identity. 
These elements include the general categories of race, ethnicity, gender, class, 
nationality, and sexuality. Moreover, the Black woman is not one or the other at 
different times and places in her life, but all components at all times. Black feminist 
and critical race feminist theories deem that being oppressed and discriminated 
against based on any or all of these parts of the Black woman’s identity can occur at 
the structural/societal level, within the Black community, and within interpersonal 
relationships. Using Black feminist theory to understand battered Black women’s 
experiences with and reactions to intimate partner abuse provided a more 
comprehensive evaluation and understanding of these women’s lives. In addition, 
both Black feminist theory and critical race feminist theory consider how battered 
Black women will be supported within informal and formal settings, as demonstrated 
in the previous section on the participants’ experiences with these forms of support. 
Using Black feminist theory and critical race feminist theory as the foundation to
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investigate the experiences of battered Black women, I was also able to develop a 
theoretical model specific to these women’s encounters. The model considered what 
Black feminists and critical race feminists have established about Black women’s 
experiences, as well as the participants’ personal appraisals about their lives as 
African American women who had been abused by intimate partners.
The study participants continuously referred to themselves and other Black 
women as Strong Black Women because of their lifelong struggles of being Black 
and female in the United States, along with other identifiers, such as poor and single. 
The participants compared their social position to that of White women, who they 
believed to be privileged and delicate. The participants added that battered White 
women with whom they had interactions stayed in abusive relationships longer, spoke 
out more about their abuse, were more passive with their batterers, made less attempts 
to fix the abusive situation, fought back less, and relied on the batterers more than 
Black women. The stereotypes of Black women as fighters, emasculating, and more 
masculine than White women, liberated the battered Black women from the 
restrictions placed on White women, thus allowing them to fight back. The 
participants did not necessarily consider their actions masculine in nature, but as their 
right to resist domination in order to protect themselves, their children, and their 
property. This resistance occasionally resulted in the women contemplating or 
planning to kill their abusers.
To describe the battered Black women in this study as victims or survivors -  
the terms usually used to describe battered women -  does not accurately describe how 
the women situated themselves in the context of their entire life experiences. The
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women did not consider themselves to be “victims” because they never saw 
themselves as passive, they fought back most of the time, and being a “battered 
woman” was not a part of their identity. The term “survivors” is more fitting to 
describe how battered Black women view themselves because being a survivor 
typically connotes taking an active role in leaving the relationship. However, because 
battered Black women continue to be confronted with racial, class-based, and other 
struggles, such as refraining from entering subsequent abusive relationships, 
“survivor” assumes that their struggles have concluded. The women continually face 
resisting all forms of abuse, whether institutional or interpersonal. Accordingly, the 
participants are best described as “resisters,” even though they reacted to events, 
because the focus is more on the resister’s actions than on the actions of others. 
Though the view of themselves as Strong Black Women sometimes interfered with 
the respondents seeking assistance with combating the abuse, the women 
overwhelmingly embraced the idea supporting this term. They embraced the idea that 
they have exhibited resistance, whether violent or non-violent, in many aspects in 
their lives and not confined only to their abusive relationships. This concept of 
multiplicative resistance encapsulates the whole of battered Black women’s 
distinctive life-chances influenced by race, gender, class, violence, and other 
characteristics, and their active responses to these life-chances.
The outcome of this dissertation research as based in using Black feminist and 
critical race feminist theories as backdrops alert us to the notion that these findings 
can be applied to the broader spectrum of Black women’s lived experiences. Though 
not every Black woman in the United States is a victim of intimate partner violence,
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most, if not all, Black women face one or more forms of oppression or bias based on 
their multiplicative identity. As such, this dissertation serves as a furtherance of 
Black feminist theory and critical race feminist theory as applied to the lives of 
African American women.
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
Clearly, more work needs to be conducted to understand the unique 
experiences and perspectives of battered Black women. As demonstrated up to this 
point, this study provides a theoretical basis for guiding further research on intimate 
partner violence among Africarir Americans, and, perhaps, for comparison across 
cultures, nationalities, races, and ethnicities. In addition, the analysis clarifies and 
supplements findings from related survey research. For instance, previous research 
determined that battered Black women retaliate against their batterers more often than 
other women (Hampton, Gelles, & Harrop, 1989; Joseph, 1997; Stets, 1990; West & 
Rose, 2000). My study provides a conceptualized analysis for this finding. Other 
quantifiable research that has been supplemented by my investigation includes: (1) 
the variations and similarities among battered Black women based on socioeconomic 
class; (2) insight into battered Black women’s socialization to violence, with an 
alternative to viewing its effect on these women; (3) the nuances of abuse by intimate 
partners among African Americans and interracial couples; (4) the justification for 
staying or remaining in abusive relationships, including the tendency of fear not being 
a major barrier to remain; (5) the justification for using or not using options for 
assistance in ending abusive relationships, including reliance on mothers, responses
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by clergy members, and reactions of battered women’s shelter staff and clientele; and 
(6) self-perceptions and responses by others of battered Black women as Strong Black 
Women. Accordingly, future research should entail returning to survey research to 
convey these factors in structured questionnaires for further exploration and to 
determine their generalizability among a larger sample of battered Black women.
Future research samples involving intimate partner violence, particularly that 
involving African American women, should also include battered Black women who 
may not personally initiate a response to an advertisement that solicits study 
participants. Specifically, regarding participant recruitment, extended outreach 
should be instituted within the Black community -  as well as beyond the Black 
community to reach battered Black women not embedded in the Black community -  
in order to locate abused African American women who are more discreet about their 
abuse and not especially ready to reveal their lived experiences without urging from 
activist researchers. In conducting this research, it is also important that the gender 
and race of interviewers be seriously considered. This assertion is based on my 
experiences in the field with battered Black women. It is questionable whether the 
respondents to my study would have been as forthright with their racially-based 
opinions if I had been of another race and gender. I strongly believe this 
interpersonal dynamic yielded the rich data collected in this investigation.
In addition to improved and aggrandized inquiry into the lives of battered 
Black women, further research is needed on other marginalized groups in terms of 
domestic violence. This includes surveying and conducting in-depth interviews with 
immigrant women, Latinas, Native American women, Asian American women,
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lesbians, and teenaged girls. Additionally, the issue of intimate partner violence 
within interracial couples is remarkably scant; therefore, abuse between interracial 
couples is particularly important. To continue to perpetuate theories and research that 
address domestic violence from a belief that the experiences of intimate partner abuse 
are similar across races, ethnicities, cultures, nationalities, and sexual orientations is 
problematic.
POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION
This study raises several policy issues related to battered Black women’s 
access of and to support agencies. To begin with, the analysis presented in this 
dissertation serves as a starting point for debunking myths — whether they are actual 
fables or traditions based in some truth. Such ill-conceived beliefs about battered 
Black women and their lives contribute to a serious disservice to them. The results of 
the analysis reported in this dissertation provide improved knowledge of how battered 
Black women’s cultural distinctions and position in U.S. society may cause them to 
experience and respond to battering differently than women of other races, ethnicities, 
and cultures. By incorporating these varied experiences in agencies’ guiding 
principles, the delivery of services to these women will begin to improve. Areas of 
policy that can be affected by the dissemination of this analysis are those in the fields 
of legal, social, medical, psychological, religious, and Black community-based 
services.
Fortunately, many battered Black women are able to use their family 
members’ homes as shelters from their batterers, but this resource is not always
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accessible to battered Black women. Therefore, a community-based approach is 
needed for assistance with getting battered Black women who are in more severe and 
life-threatening situations to existing shelters and medical clinics. Facilities close in 
proximity and small in size will aid in the women’s comfort and satisfaction in these 
services. Further, it is crucial that shelter personnel consider how battered Black 
women are stigmatized in society and that these stigmas are possessed by individuals 
in the shelters, as well. Though security and anonymity are main concerns for 
shelters, because battered Black women’s continued contact with family is important 
to their recuperation, a review of how the dilemma between shelter safety and 
battered Black women’s best interests can be resolved must be conducted.
It is imperative that other community service agencies and places of religious 
worship that cater to or assist African Americans place more effort into addressing 
intimate partner violence among African Americans. Intimate partner violence in the 
Black community needs to be viewed as a major community problem exacerbated by 
African Americans’ placement within U.S. society. Likewise, the connection 
between domestic abuse and Black-on-Black violence must be heeded, instead of 
considering domestic abuse as a stand-alone problem. Though many of the 
individuals working in these community agencies, churches, and mosques may also 
be African American, this does not guarantee that they do not possess and perpetuate 
damaging stereotypical images of battered Black women. As follows, the 
examinations provided in the previous chapters will also serve to further educate 
African American communities and those working closely with African Americans 
about Black women’s experiences with and responses to intimate partner violence.
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In addition to aiding the discernment of the problem of battered African 
American women, this dissertation also appeared to profoundly benefit the 
participants. Many of the women who participated in the study seemed to leave the 
interviews with a better understanding of their circumstances, or at the least, the 
willingness to pursue avenues that will assist them in their recovery from the trauma 
or, for the few women still in abusive relationships, in making the decision to leave 
the precarious environments. Accordingly, establishing and/or supporting a forum for 
battered Black women to discuss their ordeals is key to sustaining these women. 
Several of the women who contacted me upon learning of my need for study 
participants asked if (and hoped) the study was a conference of and for battered Black 
women. They had hoped to share their experiences with those similar to them and 
who experienced domestic abuse as they did. These women were disappointed to 
learn that my request was simply for one-on-one exploratory interviews, but were 
delighted to offer their assistance to my investigation of the phenomenon. 
Undoubtedly, this demonstrates battered Black women’s need to discuss their life 
(her)stories in comfortable, welcoming, and familiar settings that will begin or 
continue the healing process for these women of resistance.
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX A: Advertisement
Research Participants Needed
Are you...
an African American woman,
at least 18 years old,
currently or previously involved in a 
domestic violence relationship?
The University of Colorado at Boulder
African American Women and 
Intimate Partner Violence Project
wants to learn more about the experiences of 
black women who’ve been in abusive relationships
You will be paid ($$$) for your time 
We will meet you at a time and place that works for you 
We will keep what you tell us PRIVATE
Interested? Have questions?
Call th e African A m erican  W om en and In tim ate P artn er Violence P roject at
3 0 3 - 755-4852
 _________   (a PRIVATE phone line)
Your opinions and experiences matter! Please take the time to share them with us.
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African American Women and Intimate Partner Violence Project 
Demographic Questionnaire
Age _____
Place of birth  ___________________
Education (choose the highest level of education you’ve completed)
O  Some high school, highest grade completed:_____
O High school diploma 
O Some college 
O College degree 
O Graduate degree
Currently Employment Status
O Employed 
O Unemployed
Your O c c u p a t io n ____________________
Parents’ Occupations (including prior to retirement or passing away)
Mother__________________________
Father  ________________ _____
Residence
Which neighborhood do you live in ? ________________
Do you own or rent your home?
O Own 
O Rent
O Other; explain_______________________________________
Religion
In what religion were you r a is e d ? ___________________
Current religious a ffilia tio n ? ___________________
« « O V E R  » »
APPENDIX B: Demographic Questionnaire
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Marital status
O Single, never married 
O Married 
O Separated 
O Divorced
O Other; explain____________
Children
How many children do you have? 
What are their ages? _________
APPENDIX C: Informed Consent Form
Participant Agreement Form for the 
African American Women and Intimate Partner Violence Project
You are being invited to participate in a research project conducted by Hillary Potter, 
a graduate student in the University of Colorado’s Department of Sociology, Campus 
Box 327, Boulder, CO, 80309-0327; telephone, 303-755-4852. This project is 
conducted under the direction of Professor Joanne Belknap, Department of 
Sociology, Campus Box 327, Boulder, CO, 80309-0327; telephone, 303-735-2182.
You are invited to participate in a research study intended to better understand the 
experiences of African American women who have been victims of any form of 
intimate partner violence. Please keep in mind that because of the nature of the 
information to be provided, this is considered a high risk study.
You will be asked to provide details about your life. These details will not only 
include your personal experiences of violence in your lifetime, but your quality of life, 
and your family, social, educational, and employment background, as well. Some 
sample questions that may be asked are: Describe your childhood. Tell me about 
your family. How would you describe your relationship history? Tell me about your 
domestic violence-related relationships.
Because the interviewer wants to gather as much information about your life 
experiences as possible, it is expected that the interview will take approximately two 
or three hours. In the event you are unable to commit this much of your time in one 
sitting, arrangements will be made to have multiple sessions. The interview will take 
place during an appropriate time, and in a private and uninterrupted setting that is 
convenient for you. Upon the conclusion of your interview, you will be paid $50 for 
your participation in this study.
If you decide to participate, your participation is voluntary and you have the right to 
withdraw your consent or discontinue participation at any time You have the right to 
refuse to answer any question(s) for any reason, at any time, without giving an 
explanation.
A potential risk associated with this study is that some of the questions may bring up 
aspects of your life that may be upsetting. If you are presently in an abusive 
relationship, revealing this information may be very upsetting. The interviewer has 
resources for you if you wish to get assistance to help you through any feelings and 
concerns that may arise. What you tell the interviewer will be kept under tight 
security. Any information you provide will be held in the strictest confidence and your 
confidentiality will be protected. The research materials and tapes will be kept in a 
safe and secure location during the study, accessible only by the investigator. The 
research materials and tapes will be kept until the conclusion of the study in April 
2004, and will be destroyed at that point in time. Your individual privacy will be 
maintained in all published and written data resulting from this study. Participants 
will simply be given a code as an identifier and all information will be kept in locked 
rooms in locked file cabinets.
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The benefits for your participation include that you will be providing information to 
further improve and draw attention to the issues surrounding domestic violence in the 
Black community. And, as stated above, you will be financially compensated for your 
contribution.
The interviewer would like to audio-tape record your interview to ensure accuracy of 
the information given, but you have the option of not having your interview taped. If 
you do agree to have your session taped, you can request that the tape recording be 
stopped at any time. These tapes will be held in the strictest confidence, and your 
name or any identifying information will not be recorded or marked on the tapes.
I agree for my interview to be audio-taped. YES  N O _____
You may obtain the results of this project after its completion by calling or writing to 
the interviewer (whose address is on the business card you have received).
If you have questions regarding your rights as a subject, any concerns regarding this 
project, or any dissatisfaction with any aspects of this study, you may report them -  
confidentially, if you wish -  to the Executive Secretary, Human Research Committee, 
Graduate School, Campus Box 26, Regent 308, University of Colorado, Boulder, CO, 
80309-0026, or by telephone to 303-492-7401, Copies of the University of Colorado 
Assurance of Compliance to the federal government regarding human subject 
research are available upon request from the Graduate School address listed above.
A copy of this consent form, with your and the researcher’s signatures, will be 
provided to you prior to the interview or within five business days, via U.S. mail, to an 
address you provide.
I understand the above information and voluntarily consent to participate in the 
research project entitled African American Women and Intimate Partner Violence.
Participant Signature Date
Project Researcher, Hillary Potter Date
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African American Women and Intimate Partner Violence Project, 2003
______________________  Interview Schedu
1. Describe your childhood.
2. Tell me about your family. How would you describe it?
3. What was your role in your family?
4. What type of messages, spoken or unspoken, did you receive from members of 
your family?
5. Did you witness or experience any type of abuse within your family? If so, please 
describe these experiences.
6. Where did you grow up? What was the neighborhood like?
7. Describe your educational experiences.
8. How did you interact in your community? What type of activities were you 
involved in?
9. What is your current relationship status?
10. Tell me about your lifestyle. Where do you live? What type of work do you do? 
What do you do in your spare time?
11. Tell me about your religious beliefs, experiences, and practices.
12. What type of pressures, if any, have you experienced? Do you experience any 
pressures now? Please describe them.
13. When you were growing up, what did you expect and/or want in your personal 
relationships? What do you expect and/or want now?
14. How would you describe your personal relationship history?
15. Tell me about your domestic violence-related relationships.
16. When did the abuse start? How often did it occur? How long did it last?
17. How did your partner hurt you? Please describe the abuse.
APPENDIX D: Interview Schedule
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18. Aside from the physical abuse, how else did your partner mistreat you?
19. Did your partner control you or the things you did or wanted to do? Describe 
what your partner did.
20. Did your partner abuse your children?
21. Why do you think your partner was abusive?
22. What type of pressures, if any, did your partner experience?
23. Do you feel you were abusive in the relationship, as well? In what way? What 
types of things did you do that you think would be considered domestic violence?
24. How did you respond to what happened? What did you do? What did you say? 
What were you feeling?
25. Who did you talk to about what happened? What type of help did you try to get? 
What were the outcomes?
26. Who did you feel most comfortable speaking to about your abuse?
27. What is your experience with the criminal justice system?
28. Are there ways you feel as an African American that you have been treated 
differently by people who assist women who’ve been in domestic violence 
relationships?
29. Overall, how has the abuse from your partner affected you?
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